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English citations of Spinoza’s Ethics are taken from Edwin Curley’s 
edition and translation (cf. the bibliography). Their location within 
the Ethics is indicated using the following standard scheme: The first 
number refers to the part (1 to 5) of the Ethics, the subsequent let- 
ters specify the kind of sentence according to the list of abbreviations 
below, and the last number counts the sentences of that kind within 
a part of the Ethics. 


a axioma 

app appendix 

c corollarium 
d definitio 


dem demonstratio 
exp explanatio 
lem lemma 

p propositio 
post postulatum 
praef praefatio 

s scholium 


So, e.g., 2p13 lem7s refers to the scholium of lemma 7 after proposition 
13 of the second part of the Ethics. Rarely some more sophisticated 
abbreviations will appear like 3AD1exp. This refers to the explication 
of the first of the “Definitions of the Affects” at the end of Part 3 of 
the Ethics. 


Other works of Spinoza are cited by using 


CM Cogitata Metaphysica 

Ep. Letters (epistulae) 

ST Short Treatise 

TIE Tractatus de intellectus emendatione 

TP Tractatus politicus (e.g. TP 2/6 = Chapter 2, Paragraph 6) 

TPP Tractatus theologico-politicus (e.g. TPP 5 = Chapter 5; TTP: 
438 = Page 438; TPP 5: 438 = Chapter 5, Page 438) 
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G 1, G 2, G 3, G 4 refer to the volumes ot the Latin edition (Spinoza 
opera) by Carl Gebhardt. 


Other abbreviations: 


AT Descartes: Œuvres, in the edition by Ch. Adams and P. Tannery 
PPC Principia Philosophiae Cartesianae 


PREFACE 


This volume is an enlarged version of the collective commentary on 
Spinoza’s Ethics which appeared in German in the series Klassiker 
Auslegen in 2006. It seeks to provide a commentary on all parts of 
the Ethics, while at the same time offering an insight into the way 
scholars from different philosophical traditions discuss Spinoza. Many 
of the German-speaking contributors are here presented to an Eng- 
lish speaking audience for the first time. Due to historical circum- 
stances, particularly following the Nazi era, Spinoza was a neglected 
philosopher in Germany. In comparison with other countries, such 
as France, the Anglo-saxon world and the Netherlands, Spinoza was 
not paid the attention his work deserved. It is one of the merits of the 
Spinoza Gesellschaft that, in the last two decades, this situation has 
slowly begun to change. As many of the essays contained in this col- 
lection show, there are now several discussions going on about many 
aspects of Spinoza’s thought, ranging from metaphysics to ethics and 
social philosophy. In contrast to the German edition of this volume, 
where we had only a restricted amount of space, this English edition 
also includes new essays about the context of Spinoza’s Ethics and its 
reception. 


We are indebted to many people and institutions. The translation and 
reprint of this commentary are supported by both the ETH Zürich, 
and the Spinoza Gesellschaft. The translations of the German texts 
were done by Ursula Fröse and Alan Duncan. Debbie Bregenzer has 
double-checked them. We are particularly grateful to Timon Boehm 
who carefully edited the texts and prepared the manuscript with all the 
subtlety that this requires. 


INTRODUCTION: SPINOZA’S ETHICA ORDINE 
GEOMETRICO DEMONSTRATA 


Michael Hampe, Ursula Renz, Robert Schnepf 


1. AIM AND SYSTEMATIC INTENTION 


Spinoza’s Ethics is one of the most ambitious projects ever undertaken 
by a philosopher. It addresses every area of philosophical inquiry, at 
least in its basic elements: ontology, philosophy of mind, physics, epis- 
temology, the study of emotions, social philosophy, political philo- 
sophy, meta-ethics, moral philosophy and, finally, the consideration 
of ‘final things’ such as freedom, happiness and eternity. The affirma- 
tions Spinoza makes are meant to be categorically true. All are meant 
to be interlinked and presented in a fully transparent proof structure. 
In this book, practical wisdom and scientific rationality are not set out 
as two conflicting traditions. Scientific knowledge is presented as the 
rational foundation for a happy life. Relevant science is distinguished 
from irrelevant science according to how well it answers the question 
of what constitutes a happy life. Spinoza himself was quite aware of 
the boldness of his claims. When Albert Burgh, a former student (who 
later converted to Catholicism), asked him how he knew that his phi- 
losophy was the best one, Spinoza answered: “I do not presume that 
I have found the best philosophy. I know that I understand the true 
philosophy.” 

The crucial question, however, is: how, exactly, are practical wisdom 
and science related in the Ethics? Five points are important to note in 
this regard: 


1) Ontological presupposition instead of deontological foundation. 
Spinoza’s Ethics does not propose a deontological ethics which 
answers the question “What should I do?’ without regard for the 
human psycho-physical constitution. It explains how a happy and 
self-determined life can be lived on the basis of the structures and 


! Ep. 76; G 4: 319f. 
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laws of nature and human existence. Spinoza’s Ethics is a theory of 
nature and of human existence, within which he develops a theory 
about what is good for human beings. 

Naturalism. Spinoza defends a naturalism that denies all being 
which is supposed to transcend nature in any way. So, not only the 
anthropological resources of moral action but also the goods for 
which it strives are understood to be natural. The ethics envisaged 
by Spinoza exclude any kind of bonum morale. Instead, it proceeds 
on the premise that it is always a bonum naturale which—more or 
less reliably—makes us happy and free. It does, however, make a 
distinction between goods which tend to last and others which tend 
to lead to merely fleeting happiness. 

Universality. In spite of the rejection of a genuine moral good, 
Spinoza believes that general statements about what can make us 
happy and free are possible. The Ethics is built upon premises of 
natural philosophy and anthropology: although people live under 
different conditions, therefore developing quite different needs and 
ideas about which things are good, they are nevertheless all subject 
to the same natural laws. In principle, therefore, the same things 
are beneficial or detrimental to us all. The fourth part of the Ethics 
consequently makes quite general statements about what is good 
and bad. Hate, for instance, is always bad (4p45); cheerfulness, on 
the other hand, always good (4p42). 

Epistemological anti-scepticism. General statements about what is 
beneficial or detrimental to persons and their self-determination 
are possible only if people themselves can have knowledge of 
nature, including human nature. Spinoza’s Ethics therefore also 
rests on the epistemological presupposition that people can gain 
insights into the ontological and natural constitution of their own 
species. Consequently, the Ethics rejects epistemological relativism 
and scepticism. 

Necessity and Systematicity. Spinoza assumes that the insights of 
different philosophical disciplines are necessarily and systematically 
connected. This does not imply that everything is deducible from 
the definitions of the Ethics’ first part. Spinoza does, however, con- 
sider the connections between some insights to be so binding that 
he is confident we will share his ethical and meta-ethical conclu- 
sions as soon as we have acquired an understanding of nature, man 
and man’s capacity for the truth. 
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Spinoza does not present all of this in the usual prose. Instead, his 
book is modelled on Euclid’s Elements. Hence the subtitle, “ordine geo- 
metrico demonstrata”. As is the case in a geometrical treatise, Spinoza 
distinguishes between definitions, axioms, postulates, propositions and 
proofs. The proofs of the propositions refer back to presupposed defi- 
nitions and axioms—and sometimes to preceding propositions. Every 
new proposition is in a certain sense also the beginning of a new line 
of thought. This means that the flow of the reading is constantly being 
interrupted. A reader who really wants to get a clear picture of what 
is presupposed by a passage is forced time and again to turn back 
the pages. Only if propositions are integrated by the reader into the 
preceding insights can the intended increase in knowledge take place. 
But, as difficult as such a text may be to read, for someone who really 
flips the pages back and forth it acquires a transparency that a ‘normal 
continuous text’ could never equal. Thus Spinoza forces his readers to 
actually make the connections between the insights of the different 
philosophical disciplines mentioned above. 


2. BACKGROUND, CONCEPTION AND PUBLICATION 


The posthumous publication of the Ethics in February 1678 caused a 
public scandal in Europe. This was not entirely unforeseen. Spinoza’s 
first published work, Principles of Cartesian Philosophy (1663), pro- 
voked a long correspondence about the nature of evil with the wheat 
merchant Willem van Blyenbergh, who was deeply concerned about 
the religious foundations of morality. Independently of this, Spinoza 
had been considered a Cartesian atheist by certain theologians since 
the early 1660s.’ And by the time of the publication of the Tractatus 
theologico-politicus it had become obvious that Spinoza acknowledged 
neither a divine transcendence nor a theology of creation. Later, in 
the Ethics, Spinoza expressed this succinctly with the phrase “deus 
sive natura” (1p15s). He may very well have been encouraged in this 
regard by Franciscus van den Enden.’ This Amsterdam physician 
headed a Latin school, and had gathered a philosophical discussion 


* Lagrée/Moreau (1999: 5). 
3 Klever (1989: 318f.); Klever (1996: 18). 
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group around himself. Spinoza visited the school* and frequented the 
discussion group.’ It is possible that what today is sometimes cele- 
brated as Spinoza’s naturalism might, at the time when these thoughts 
were being conceived, have only been understood as atheism.° 

With the publication of the Tractatus theologico-politicus in 1670, 
Spinoza became an internationally known author surrounded by scan- 
dal. Refutations were published. Leibniz read the Tractatus as soon as 
it appeared and made ambivalent notes in the margins of his copy.’ 
Out of precaution, Spinoza published the book under a pseudonym 
and gave false information about the publisher. In it, he not only 
developed a critical biblical hermeneutics, which contested the right of 
theologians to make scientific statements about nature and man on the 
basis of revelation, but also proposed a political theory, the primary 
goal of which was to defend the libertas philosophandi. Although his 
authorship became known shortly after the book’s publication, Spinoza 
was not persecuted in the liberal Netherlands. Nonetheless, thereafter 
the church authorities observed him carefully. Soon he had the reput- 
ation of being the most systematic and dangerous atheist in all of 
Europe and of endangering the foundations of morals and the State. 

Given this background, it is hardly surprising that Spinoza refrained 
from publishing the Ethics when he completed it in 1675. Two years 
previously, he had rejected the offer of an Ordinary Professorship in 
Heidelberg. The agents of the State sovereign had assured Spinoza that 
he would have absolute freedom to philosophise, but also that the sov- 
ereign trusted that he would not misuse this freedom to disturb the 
publicly recognized religion.’ Spinoza preferred the peace of a solitary 
and private life to this offer of a public teaching position” following 
the motto which appeared on his seal, which was later added to the 
beginning of his posthumously published works: “caution” (“caute”). 
With the same circumspection, Spinoza saw to it that the manuscript 
of the Ethics was not passed on to persons he did not know well or 
did not trust. Included among the latter was the young Leibniz, who 
visited Spinoza in 1676 in Den Haag. Although Leibniz had knowledge 


4 Bartuschat (1988: 896). 

5 Nadler (1999: 103ff.). 

é Cf. the early reception of Spinoza in Germany: Schröder (1987) and Otto (1994). 
7 Goldenbaum (1999: 61ff.); Goldenbaum (2001: 8f.). 

8 Cf. also Israel (2001: 285ff.). 

° Ep. 47; G 4: 235. 

10 Ep. 48; G 4: 236. 
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of Spinoza’s basic concepts and propositions at that time, he did not 
have the opportunity to study the Ethics until it appeared in February 
1678 as part of the Opera posthuma, which he immediately procured. 

The publication and the distribution of the Ethics was one of the 
most exciting and consequential events in the history of early Enlight- 
enment publications. When Spinoza died in February 1677, both the 
Reformed authorities in The Hague and Amsterdam and the Catholic 
clergy in Rome were aware of its existence. In spite of this, several 
close friends of Spinoza decided to publish his various unpublished 
works together and, intriguingly, in Latin and Dutch simultaneously. 
In addition to the Ethics, these works include the Tractatus logico- 
politicus, in which Spinoza argued for democracy as the fundamentally 
superior form of government, the Tractatus de intellectus emendatione 
and the Compendium Grammatices Linguae Hebraeae. As Israel" has 
pointed out, this was a distinctively brazen and fearless approach, 
given that the works had to be translated, prepared for publication, 
distributed in total secrecy and all this in a race against time. 

It was Spinoza’s circle of friends who guaranteed the spread of the 
Ethics after his death. To what extent additions were made in the pro- 
cess of this distribution is one of the questions which the critical inter- 
pretation of Spinoza’s writings addresses.’ 


3. POSITIONS 


The Ethics comprises five parts, entitled: Of God, Of the Nature and 
Origin of the Mind, Of the Origin and Nature of the Affects, Of Human 
Bondage, or of the Powers of the Affects and Of the Power of the Intel- 
lect, or of Human Freedom. The order of these five parts reflects the 
fact that the theory of God—also a theory of being’’—forms the basis 
for all that follows. Particularly significant is the fact that the theory of 
the human mind follows the ontology, and not the other way around. 
Spinoza’s philosophy is not based on a theory of subjectivity. The cen- 
tral role played by the theory of affects in the overall concept of the 
Ethics is also clearly evident from these titles. It is developed from 
ontological and epistemological claims, and in turn forms the basis for 


11 Israel (2001: 288). 
2 Steenbakkers (1994). 
13 Schnepf (1996: 103). 
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his moral philosophy, his social philosophy and his theory of human 
freedom. This, in turn, reveals an insight into how emotions determine 
our actions and our convictions, furthermore, it constitutes a starting 
point for the demonstration that, under certain conditions, freedom 
is possible. Spinoza does not oppose human freedom to nature. Free 
persons, too, are a part of nature. 

In order to secure the foundation for this line of reasoning, Spi- 
noza begins the first part of the Ethics with a refined argument for the 
uniqueness of substance, which he calls “God” or “Nature”. “What- 
ever is, is in God, and nothing can be or be conceived without God.” 
(1p15) This argument excludes all transcendence. It leaves no room 
for the conception of God as a creator who is not part of the world. 
Put positively: God is the immanent cause of the world and of things. 
Furthermore, it implies an amendment of the Aristotelian idea that we 
and the things we encounter in everyday life are substances, and of the 
Cartesian dualism of substance, according to which body and soul are 
substantially different things. The two different kinds of substance are 
replaced by the distinction between different attributes of God, two 
of which are named: extension and thinking. All individual things are 
considered to be modifications of these attributes. Thereby the Aris- 
totelian substances become mere modes, i.e. things that by definition 
are dependent on others. Using this monism of substance as a starting 
point, Spinoza goes on to try to show that all things, including per- 
sons, are determined in their being and their action. Neither do they 
have a free will, nor can they act with absolute spontaneity. 

In the first propositions of the second part of the Ethics, Spinoza 
derives a further important conclusion from his ontology. Referring 
back to his theory of attributes, he shows that mind and body are two 
aspects of the same thing. On the basis of a number of axioms, taken 
for the most part from his discussion with Descartes, he furthermore 
develops a conception of human subjectivity according to which man 
is a dependent being subject to empirical influences, even in his think- 
ing. This has consequences for human self-knowledge, which, accord- 
ing to Spinoza, is fundamentally inadequate. The second part of the 
Ethics is interrupted by a digression which more or less repeats the 
Cartesian physics in a generalized form. It serves as a basis for the 
development of a conception of physical individuality, according to 
which individuals are not indivisible quantities, for instance, but rather 
units of motion. Geometrically complex, they nevertheless function as 
a dynamic unity. Spinoza thus provides a physical explanation for what 
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it means that individual things are to be understood as modes and not 
as substances. The individuality of man is essentially dependent upon 
the individuality of his body and his awareness of the same. 

Having developed this concept of individuality, Spinoza introduces 
the concept of conatus in the third part of the Ethics: every individual 
thing tends or strives to preserve its being. Whatever furthers self- 
preservation leads to ‘positive’ affects, whatever hinders it, to ‘negative’ 
ones. Grief or joy are therefore our primary means of access to the 
changing states of our own bodies in the successive situations in which 
we find ourselves. On this basis, Spinoza develops one of the most 
refined theories of the human affects in the history of philosophy. 
Using the geometrical method, he reconstructs how individual emo- 
tions arise in various constellations. If we endeavour to learn about our 
emotions by this method, we distance ourselves from their immediate 
impact and become able to deal with them actively. In some cases, 
however, this requires the imaginative use of counter-emotions or the 
visualisation of how they were caused. We can overcome hatred if we 
imagine that the other person was acting out of a tendency for self- 
preservation and not in order to harm us. If we furthermore think of 
the object of our hatred as a benefactor, the hate disappears (3p43dem). 
Spinoza explains the inter-subjectivity of emotions with his theory 
of imitatio affectuus: if one imagines a body similar to oneself to be 
affected in a certain way, one feels a similar emotion (3p27). Although 
Spinoza treats emotions according to the geometrical method as natu- 
ral things, the cultural and historical plasticity of human emotionality 
does not escape him. The insight, that “[d]ifferent men can be affected 
differently by one and the same object” (3p51), allows him to take the 
changing social context of emotional life seriously. So, unlike contem- 
porary neuroscience, Spinoza avoids a naturalistic reductionism. At 
the same time, he gains a foundation for his philosophical critique of 
cultural prejudices. 

The Ethics culminates in the presentation of a conception of human 
freedom. It is set off against a preceding analysis of human servitude, 
in which Spinoza explains the destructive and pathological mecha- 
nisms of certain emotions. Freedom, for Spinoza, is above all freedom 
from: from the emotional states and dependencies that prevent indi- 
viduals from becoming active in the world according to their indi- 
vidual natures. Some of Spinoza’s ideas seem to hint at lines of thought 
that one encounters later in the psychoanalytical therapy of neurotic 
compulsions. His thoughts concerning the therapy of individuals 
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include elements of social and political theory. People who have freed 
themselves from emotional cultural prejudices and neurotic compul- 
sions are in a position to form and maintain more reasonable com- 
munities. Perhaps one could say that Spinoza anticipated certain social 
and psychological conceptions of the so-called ‘Frankfurt School’, in 
particular the idea of an “authoritarian character”.'* According to the 
latter, religious fanaticism and the hateful exclusion of persons with 
different political opinions are only possible where the majority of a 
society's members have not yet succeeded in freeing themselves from 
tormenting emotional structures. Be that as it may, Spinoza’s defence 
of the freedom of thought and opinion in the Tractatus theologico- 
politicus is grounded in these ideas of the Ethics. 

Freedom and happiness are not facts pertaining to an original state 
of autonomy or a transcendental netherworld. They cannot be received 
as grace, but must rather be earned individually and socially—in the 
context of individuals’ emotional lives and of the social relations within 
communities. They are cognitive processes, in which one learns how to 
modify one’s own situation and one’s own emotional experience. This 
process is accompanied by feelings of pleasure arising from one’s own 
ability to act. The fruits of this labour are experienced as happiness, 
most emphatically as the intellectual love of God or of Nature. Spinoza 
thereby succeeds in addressing human spiritual needs in a rational 
theory of wisdom, at the same time opening up realistic prospects for 
their satisfaction. These needs were expressed by contemporary theo- 
logians in, at best, a distorted manner, seldom accompanied by indi- 
cations about a viable way to satisfy them. In a theory of immanence, 
happiness and freedom are the result of the efforts made in the course 
of everyday life. 


4. RECEPTION 


As everyone knows, there is a thin line between frustration and fasci- 
nation—a truth that can generally be confirmed by readers of Spinoza’s 
Ethics. Not only the individual propositions and arguments but also 
the structure, the composition and even the outer appearance of the 
text are far removed from the familiar, even for those acquainted with 


14 Cf. Adorno (1973); Adorno/Horkheimer (1971). 
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other philosophical texts and the history of philosophy. Due to this 
potential for frustration as well as for fascination that characterizes 
Spinoza’s writings, their author became a constant point of reference 
for intellectual disputes and waves of philosophical enthusiasm in the 
18th and 19th centuries. “Spinozism’ developed into a kind of ‘intellec- 
tual phantom’ that came to haunt the most diverse debates and figured 
in the background of many philosophical and literary projects. 

The negative influence exerted on the reception of Spinoza’s thought 
by the accusation of atheism, levelled against the philosopher by Pierre 
Bayle in his article in the Dictionnaire historique et critique, lasted 
until decades after his death. Subsequently, the so-called ‘Spinoza 
dispute’ ensued in 1786. In a discussion with Moses Mendelssohn, 
Johann Heinrich Jacobi reported that Lessing, during a conversation 
about Goethe’s poem Prometheus, had “testified” to his adherence 
to “Spinozism”.'® In the aftermath of this discussion, Jacobi caused 
a stir with his interpretation of Spinoza’s philosophy as the one and 
only logically consistent system, the consequences of which were 
avoidable only by a “salto mortale” into the Christian faith.” The dis- 
cussion with Mendelssohn, and Jacobi’s book, triggered a wide recep- 
tion of the Ethics, which peaked in an almost religious enthusiasm for 
nature in the case of Goethe, and in discussions about Spinoza among 
Goethe, Schiller, Herder and Wieland. Fichte countered Jacobi’s 
claim that the only alternative to Spinoza’s determinism was a reli- 
gious alternative—or one that is critical of reason as such—'* with 
his version of the so-called ‘Critical Philosophy’, which replaced the 
absolute substance with an absolute ego. Fichte argued that one could 
be a subject and therefore a full-fledged human being only by under- 
standing oneself first and foremost as free. On the basis of this idea, 
the debate about Spinoza influenced the ‘German Idealism’ of Schell- 
ing and Hegel. Hegel’s dictum, that “the truth should be understood 
and expressed, not as substance, but equally well as subject”? placed 
Spinoza in opposition to conceptions that accepted human subjectiv- 
ity and freedom as irreducible realities to be taken into account by 


15 Bayle (2003: 367-439). 

16 Jacobi (1785: 12ff.). 

17 Jacobi (1998: 20); Timm (1974); Goldenbaum (2001), but see also Sandkaulen 
(2000). 

18 See Sandkaulen (2000). 

19 Walther (1992); Folkers (1994); Ehrhardt (1994). 

2 Hegel (1986, Werke 3:23). 
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philosophical thought. In France, in the wake of Althusser, the alter- 
native “Hegel or Spinoza” continues to mark philosophical discussion 
to the present day.” 

The authors of Weimar Classicism and German Idealism had pro- 
moted Spinoza from a “dead dog” (words put into the mouth of 
Lessing by Jacobi)” to one of the most significant philosophers of 
all time. In the 19th century, a number of very diverse philosophi- 
cal initiatives could refer to his work more impartially. Whereas Ger- 
man Idealism had seemed only to know the first and fifth parts of the 
Ethics, these initiatives took the other parts of Spinoza’s major work 
into account as well: the theory of motion and the social philosophy 
were now also considered worthy of discussion. Not only were the 
physiological approaches of Gustav Theodor Fechner” and Johannes 
Müller” inspired by Spinoza, all the monisms of popular philosophy 
claimed him as their progenitor. Friedrich Nietzsche, too, with his 
amor fati recognized Spinoza as a “predecessor”? who, regrettably, had 
laden himself with an “armour’—the mos geometricus—that hindered 
the way in which his work was received.” In France, the historian of 
philosophy Victor Cousin and his school stylised Spinozist thought 
into a philosophical position defined by its opposition to Cartesian 
thought.” Spinoza was accused of having discarded experience, which 
had initially informed his philosophy, in favour of deduction.” Finally, 
a connection has been made between the thought of Sigmund Freud 
and Spinoza. Freud himself only saw parallels and no direct influence 
of Spinoza’s theory of emotions on his psychoanalysis. But he did make 
it clear that “moral value judgements are completely foreign” to the 
psychoanalytical theory of the emotions in the performance of its task 
of scientifically examining psychosexual development.” Is there not 
perhaps a deeper connection after all between Spinoza’s dictum that 
insight is liberating and Freud’s ‘talk therapy’, in which insight into 
repressed desires and fears provides relief from the torments of the 
soul? 


2 


Althusser (1998: 181ff.) as well as Macherey (1990). 

2 Jacobi (1785: 32f.). 

3 More on this in Heidelberger (1993). 

4 Cf. Hagner (1992). 

> Letter to Overbeck, 1881, Nietzsche (1955, Vol. 3: 1171). 
2° Nietzsche (1955, Vol. 2, $5: 570). 

27 Moreau (1994b: 227); Moreau (1996: 422f.). 

28 Moreau (1994: 237). 

2 Freud (1999, Vol. 14: 64). 
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In the 20th century, Spinoza became an important reference in the 
context of British Hegelianism (F.H. Bradley and J.E.M. McTaggart) 
and Neo-realism. John Caird wrote an introduction to Spinoza in 1888 
and H.H. Joachim wrote a commentary of Spinoza in 1901, taking as 
his point of departure the epistemology.” Here, Spinoza appeared nei- 
ther as a materialist nor as a naturalist but rather, first and foremost, 
as a thinker of unity and immanence. In Space, Time and Deity, the 
Neo-realist Samuel Alexander invoked Spinoza as a predecessor of his 
non-materialist and immanentist cosmology.” In these contexts, Spi- 
noza seemed helpful for countering a manner of thinking that threat- 
ened to dissolve nature in an idealistic absolute. Outside philosophical 
circles, Spinoza attracted the attention of physicists. Einstein’s rejec- 
tion of chance in the dispute over quantum mechanics (“God does not 
play dice”) and his conviction that the world can basically be made 
geometrically intelligible (cf. the general theory of relativity) was con- 
nected to Spinoza’s theory of universal necessity. Like Freud, Einstein 
saw parallels between his own work and that of Spinoza and expressed 
his sympathy for the latter, yet could perceive no direct influence on 
his own works.” The fact that Spinoza was a regular point of reference 
for philosophers of law such as Hermann Heller, Hans Kelsen and 
Carl Schmitt, who either associated or dissociated themselves from his 
thought, is only gradually being acknowledged in recent literature.” 
As late as 1947, Carl Schmitt wrote “The most brazen humiliation ever 
inflicted upon God and mankind, justifying all the curses of the syna- 
gogue, is to be found in the ‘sive’ of the formula Deus sive Natura.”* 
The story of the Spinozists among the socialists has also rarely been 
told.” The role that Spinoza played in the formative period of sociol- 
ogy is perhaps still reflected in his reception by Niklas Luhmann, who 
quotes Spinoza in the motto of his book The Society of Society: “Id 
quod per aliud non potest concipi, per se concipi debet” (1a2). 

By the time Carl Gebhardt published the Latin edition—long con- 
sidered the leading edition—of Spinoza’s works in Heidelberg in 1926, 
Spinoza was already a well-established author among the cultural 
bourgeois in Germany, for whom his main work had a certain status 


3° Caird (1888) and Joachim (1901). 

31 Alexander (1966: 389) and Alexander (1938: 332-348 and 349-387). 
32 Cf. Paty (1986). 

3 Walther (1994); Lauermann/Heerich (1991) and Senn (1991). 

34 Schmitt (1991: 28). 

35 Cf. Lauermann (1994); Goldenbaum (2003). 
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as a book of edification. But after 1933, the National Socialists put an 
end to this reception of Spinoza in Germany, a setback from which 
it has not recovered to the present day. Spinoza has been the object 
of standard-setting historical and philological research in the Nether- 
lands and in Italy. But in recent times, systematically ambitious inter- 
pretations of Spinoza have been undertaken primarily in France and 
in the context of Anglo-American analytical philosophy. In France, 
Spinoza was read from the late 1960s onward as an alternative to the 
existentialism inspired by Descartes. Important commentaries were 
written by Martial Gueroult, Alexandre Matheron and Gilles Deleuze. 
As a result of the writings of Deleuze and Althusser, Spinoza became 
an author who was constantly referred to by the anti-structuralists. 
In the analytical philosophy of England and Scandinavia, the detailed 
proof structure of the Ethics was considered exemplary. It inspired 
authors such as Arne Naess, Jonathan Bennett and Charles Jarrett 
to reconstruct the line of argument in the Ethics, in part—especially 
in the cases of Naess and Jarrett—by means of logical methods that 
could not have been known to Spinoza.’ The treatment of Spinoza 
in both French and English philosophy has shown phases of differing 
intensity. Early accounts, such as Stuart Hampshire’s Spinoza and 
Edmund Curley’s Spinoza’s Metaphysics, were mere overviews, yet 
nevertheless influential. These gave way to commentaries by authors 
such as Gueroult and Bennett. Finally (and, in part, concurrently), Spi- 
noza has been perceived as a systematic discussion partner, who is to 
be confronted on an equal footing and whose philosophical position 
for many reasons seems ‘revivable’, e.g. in the works of Gilles Deleuze.” 
Like Einstein and Freud, Davidson also recognizes Spinoza as a pre- 
decessor of his anomalous monism, but insists that he was unaware 
of the connection while developing his position in the philosophy of 
mind and the theory of action. “It is amusing”, he said in 1993 in an 
interview with Kathrin Glüer, “to discover that one is of one mind 
with someone better than oneself.”** 


36 Naess (1975); Jarrett (1978). 

37 Cf. his book on Spinoza that appeared at the same time as his Différence et Répé- 
tition; also Strawson (1992: 133-142); Davidson (1982: 212); Davidson (1999); Frank- 
furt (1999: 42ff. and 95ff.). 

38 Glüer (1993: 162). 
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5. RELEVANCE 


The tracks made by the writings of Spinoza in the history of philo- 
sophy are so deep that it is imperative for anyone wanting to under- 
stand this history to visit the place where these tracks begin: the Ethics 
itself. “Mais Spinoza”, Althusser rightly demands “il faut le lire, et 
savoir qu il existe: qu’il existe encore aujourd’hui. Pour le reconnaître, 
il faut au moins le connaitre un peu”.” 

Spinoza’s highly original project of linking science and wisdom has 
played a steadily diminishing role in the history of the way in which 
his thoughts have been received. In fact, it is usually only after one 
returns to the text of the Ethics itself that one finds oneself asking 
how philosophy could satisfy not only theoretical but also therapeutic 
requirements. 

This corresponds to the fact that philosophy became a science within 
the universities and, outside of academic institutions, was reduced 
to popular edification. In the 19th century, the idea that philosophi- 
cal insights should improve the lives of people appears in the philo- 
sophical writings of only a few authors (typically active outside the 
universities), most prominently perhaps Marx and Kierkegaard, yet 
even here, improvement is not expected from philosophy alone. For 
Marx, the theoretical insights of historical materialism have to pass 
into political action in order for conditions to be not only interpreted 
but also changed. Kierkegaard, after his disappointment with the sci- 
entific nature of Hegel’s system, has the philosophical therapist sit at 
the bedsides of the despairing only to assist them with the leap into 
faith. The idea that a philosophical approach should be judged, not 
only on the merits of its methodological well-foundedness (something 
that can supposedly be clarified in advance), but also according to its 
relevance for the lives of people regained prominence later, most nota- 
bly in the philosophy of American pragmatism. But the latter, as is 
well-known, ultimately forfeited all truth claims in the conviction that 
testimonies to democracy are more fundamental than philosophical 
insight. The study of philosophical treatises has since become part of 
a literary education, which, in the best of cases, acts as a substitute for 
the old tradition of the salons. Whether the mildly therapeutic effect of 


39 Althusser (1998: 182). 
* Rorty (1988). 
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those collective talk cures can be attributed to the contact with philo- 
sophical teachings of wisdom or rather just to the civilizing effect of 
beautiful and cultured men and women, is hard to say. The seminars 
for humanities, like the salons they succeed, may very well also just be 
about furthering or hindering careers.“ 

The stringency of Spinoza’s attempt to develop a conception of 
human bondage and freedom, unhappiness and happiness, by starting 
out from the construction of a basic system of philosophical concepts 
and proceeding to a theory of psychophysical phenomena and emo- 
tions in one continuous line of argumentation remains unique in mod- 
ern philosophy. Its’ seriousness is in stark contrast to many streams of 
contemporary philosophy. Spinoza’s thought is likely to remain, for the 
foreseeable future, the standard by which any effort to reconcile theory 
and practice in philosophy measures itself. Reconciliations of this kind 
almost always involve theoretical or practical difficulties, which, as was 
the case with the philosophy of Spinoza, are likely to have the all mak- 
ings of a scandal. Nevertheless, interest in attempts to reconcile wis- 
dom and scientific thought is growing in the present day. After all, we 
remain as much in the dark as ever about where unchecked scientific 
progress on the one hand, and semi-religious teachings of salvation on 
the other, could be leading us. 


“ As Bernard Williams suspects in Truth and Truthfulness, Williams (2002: 3). 


PART I 


ETHICS: DE DEO 


EXPLAINING EXPLANATION AND THE MULTIPLICITY 
OF ATTRIBUTES IN SPINOZA 


Michael Della Rocca 


I am very much drawn to Spinoza’s claim that, ultimately, there is 
only one thing. This attraction to what may be called Spinoza’s sub- 
stance monism is, perhaps, ill-advised because, for the argument for 
monism to be seen as succeeding, one must endorse all sorts of posi- 
tions extremely unpopular in philosophy nowadays. Do we any longer 
really have room for the notion of substance in Spinoza’s sense, a sense 
according to which a substance is radically conceptually and causally 
independent of all other things? Do we really want to endorse the view 
that there are attributes, conceptually self-contained features of the 
world? And do we really want to advocate the claim that there is a 
multiplicity of such features all had by a single substance? 

The strangeness of Spinoza’s substance monism is mitigated—at 
least for me—when I see that the sticking points mentioned in the 
previous paragraph can each be obviated by invoking a claim that 
Spinoza endorses and himself invokes in this context, viz. the Prin- 
ciple of Sufficient Reason (hereafter: ‘the PSR’). This is the principle 
according to which each fact has an explanation.' In previous work, I 
have examined the argument for substance monism.? That paper went 
some distance toward showing how the argument is meant to work, 
but it did not address what are, perhaps, the deeper worries about why 
we should endorse this argument. In this paper, by re-examining the 
argument, but this time giving greater prominence to the role of the 
PSR, I hope to show how we can trace the discomfort in the previous 
paragraph’s rhetorical questions to a discomfort with the PSR. In this 
way, I hope to unite the opposition to Spinoza’s argument. This stra- 
tegy is part of a broader unite-and-conquer strategy that can be fully 


1 For Spinoza’s version of the PSR, see 1p11dem2. All references to Spinoza are to 
the Ethics. Translations from Spinoza are from Curley’s The Collected Works of Spi- 
noza, vol. 1. Passages from Spinoza’s Latin are from Gebhardt. I have adapted Curley’s 
system of numbering passages from the Ethics. 

* See my “Spinoza’s Substance Monism”: Della Rocca (2002). 
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carried out only by arguing for the PSR itself, something I will not 
attempt here. I will be content here to cast Spinoza’s argument in the 
new light provided by the PSR and, by that means, to provide answers 
to some questions I previously left open, questions concerning espe- 
cially Spinoza’s notion of attribute. 

To understand Spinoza’s argument for substance monism, we need, 
of course, to understand Spinoza’s notion of substance. He defines 
substance as that which is in itself and conceived through itself. As 
Spinoza understands the notion of conceiving, for a thing to be con- 
ceived through something is for the first thing to be explained by, made 
intelligible in terms of the second thing.’ So in saying that substance is 
self-conceived, Spinoza is saying that substance is self-explanatory. 

The notion of conceiving a thing is, in some sense, more funda- 
mental than the notion of causation. For Spinoza, x is caused by y 
because x is conceived through y. That the notion of causation is less 
fundamental than the notion of conceiving or explaining is evident 
from the fact that Spinoza derives the claim that substance is self- 
caused from the claim that it is self-conceived (see 1p6c and 1p7). 

Spinoza’s definition of ‘substance’ also specifies that a substance 
is in itself. Spinoza’s notion of ‘being in itself’, as well as his more 
general notion of ‘being in something’, continue to be the subject of 
much controversy. Though I cannot develop the point here, I believe 
that, for Spinoza, the notion of ‘being in’ is a version of the notion 
of inherence, according to which, for example, my shirt’s property of 
being white inheres in or is a state of the shirt. I also believe—and this 
is more controversial—that the notion of ‘being in’ simply amounts 
to the notion of ‘being conceived through’. So, I regard the notion of 
‘being in itself’ as not, in the end, contributing further content to the 
definition of substance beyond that already provided by the notion of 
‘being conceived through itself’.* Partly for this reason, and also partly 
because the explication of the proof of substance monism flows more 
straightforwardly in terms of the notion of ‘being conceived through’ 
itself, I will focus on that notion in what follows. 

Of course, it is one thing to articulate the notion of substance as that 
which is conceived through itself. It’s quite another—or so it seems—to 


> See, e.g., 1a5 and the discussion in Della Rocca (1996b: 3-4). 

* See my “Rationalism Run Amok: Representation and the Reality of Emotions in 
Spinoza”: Della Rocca (2008). For more on the ‘in-relation’ see Curley (1969), Curley 
(1988), Curley (1991), Carriero (1995), Garrett (1979), Garrett (2002). 
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assert that such a thing exists. Why should there be something that 
exhibits the radical explanatory self-sufficiency that Spinoza regards a 
substance as enjoying? We will return to this question shortly. 

To reach Spinoza’s answer to this question, we need to investigate 
Spinoza’s notion of explanation. For Spinoza, to explain a thing is to 
conceive it as such-and-such, as having a certain feature; there is no 
bare conceiving of a thing, rather there is only conceiving-as. But why 
does Spinoza hold that to conceive a thing is to conceive it as having 
a certain feature? To answer this question, all we need to do is invoke 
the PSR. If one explains a thing but doesn’t explain it as having a 
certain feature, what would make that explanation an explanation of 
that thing instead of an explanation of some other thing? It is the fea- 
tures of a thing that enable us to tie the explanation to one thing in 
particular; absent an appeal to such features, what makes the explan- 
ation an explanation of that thing would itself be inexplicable. So in 
his insistence that explanation be explanation-as, Spinoza is, in effect, 
applying the PSR to the notion of explanation itself: for a substance 
to be conceived, to be explained, it must be explained in terms of a 
certain feature. 

For Spinoza, a feature that can play the role of explaining a sub- 
stance S is an attribute. Attributes, for S, are thus ways of conceiving, 
ways of explaining, a substance. This is evident in an important claim 
in 1p10s: “nothing in nature is clearer than that each being must be 
conceived under some attribute.” The connection between attributes 
and ways of thinking of substance is apparent in Spinoza’s definition 
of attribute: 


By attribute I understand what the intellect perceives of a substance, as 
constituting its essence. (1d4)° 


Two aspects of Spinoza’s notion of attribute are particularly relevant to 
his regarding an attribute as an essence of substance. First, for Spinoza 
as for Descartes before him, an attribute of a substance is a funda- 
mental feature in terms of which all the other features of a substance 


° A similar worry turning on explanation can be raised about contemporary notions 
of direct reference: in virtue of what is my thought about an object if I do not grasp 
a feature that ties my thought to one object in particular? 

6 “Per attributum intelligo id, quod intellectus de substantia percipit, tanquam ejus- 
dem essentiam constituens.” Spinoza invokes the notion of perception here rather than 
conception, but Spinoza often shifts between these terms with apparent insouciance 
(see, e.g., 2p38dem). 
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can be understood. Thus, e.g., if extension is an attribute of a sub- 
stance, then all of the less fundamental features of that substance can 
be understood in terms of extension. To take for a moment a Carte- 
sian example of a substance: a table is an extended substance and, for 
Descartes, all the more particular properties of the substance can be 
seen as ways of being extended: the table’s being 3 feet tall and the 
table’s being square are ways, for Descartes, of being extended, ways 
that presuppose the notion of extension and are conceived through 
extension. 

Second, precisely because an attribute is fundamental in this way, 
it must be a self-contained feature of a substance, it must be a feature 
of a substance that is not dependent on—not conceived through—any 
other feature of that substance. Thus, for Spinoza, an attribute of a 
substance, like the substance itself, is self-conceived. 

This result raises a question we will want to explore and which I 
explicitly left unanswered in my previous paper:’ 


1. WHY MUST A SUBSTANCE HAVE AN ATTRIBUTE AND, 
IN PARTICULAR, WHY MUST IT HAVE A FEATURE THAT 
Is FUNDAMENTAL AND SELF-CONCEIVED (Q1)? 


The answer to this question turns on the PSR. Thus let’s assume, for 
the sake of the argument, that a given substance has no attributes. 
Nonetheless, it must have some features, for without features it would 
not be conceivable as anything at all and so it could not be explained 
at all. Thus the substance must have some feature or features. But if 
it has only one feature, then that one feature must be an attribute: for 
it is a feature that is self-conceived and not dependent on any other 
feature for the simple reason that there is no other feature. Thus, to 
continue on our search for a substance with no attribute, we must 
posit that it has more than one feature and that none of these fea- 
tures is self-conceived, rather each of these features must depend on 
some other feature. Thus, let’s say that the substance has two features 
F and G, but that neither is self-conceived. Thus, perhaps, G depends 
on F. But what does F depend on? If F is not to be self-contained (and 
thus not an attribute), it must depend on some further feature of the 
substance. Let’s call this further feature H. (F cannot depend on G 


7 “Spinoza’s Substance Monism”: Della Rocca (2002). 
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because, as we have seen G depends on F. If F depends on G which 
depends on F, then F would be self-conceived after all and would thus 
be an attribute.) So F must depend on H. So too H must depend on 
some further feature, I, and we are off on an infinite regress. 

So far it seems to be a perfectly harmless regress. Why can’t a sub- 
stance have infinitely many features that depend on other features? A 
problem, however, arises when we ask of the whole collection of fea- 
tures that are dependent on other features: in virtue of what does the 
substance have this collection of features? The PSR demands that there 
be an answer here and, for an answer to be legitimate, it must appeal 
to a feature of the substance. But the feature of the substance cannot 
be a member of the collection of dependent features, otherwise that 
feature would ultimately explain itself and so it would not be a mem- 
ber of the series of dependent features after all. Thus there must be a 
feature of the substance that is not a member of the series of depen- 
dent features. Thus the feature of the substance must be independent, 
i.e. self-conceived, i.e. an attribute. We can thus see that, for Spinoza, 
each substance must have an attribute, a self-conceived feature, and we 
can see this by invoking the PSR. This is an answer to (Q1).® 

To argue in this way that substance must have at least one attribute 
is not yet to argue that substance has or must have a multiplicity 
of attributes. But even now we can see that if a substance has more 
than one attribute, then given that each attribute is self-conceived for 
Spinoza, it follows that these attributes are conceptually indepen- 
dent of one another. This is Spinoza’s famous conceptual separation 
between the attributes: “Each attribute of a substance must be con- 
ceived through itself” (1p10). Because the conceptual independence 
of each attribute with regard to every other attribute follows from the 
fact that each attribute is self-conceived, and because, as we have seen, 
the fact that each attribute is self-conceived follows from the PSR, Spi- 
noza’s claim in 1p10s that the attributes are conceptually separate also 
follows from the PSR. But again, so far this is only a conditional claim: 
if a substance has more than one attribute, then they are conceptually 
separate. 

Spinoza does, though, in fact hold that a substance can have more 
than one attribute, more than one fundamental, self-conceived feature. 


€ The style of argumentation in this paragraph is, of course, analogous to that of the 
cosmological argument for the existence of God, an argument some version of which 
Spinoza seems to endorse in 1p1ldem3. 
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Thus, if thought and extension are both attributes, a single substance 
can, for Spinoza, be both thinking and extended. The claim that a 
substance can have a multiplicity of attributes is, of course, crucial to 
Spinoza’s argument for substance monism, to his view that, e.g., the 
thinking substance and the extended substance are one and the same. 
But this claim only raises the further question: 


2. How Is IT POSSIBLE FOR A SINGLE SUBSTANCE TO HAVE MORE 
THAN ONE ATTRIBUTE (Q2)? 


This is a real concern because it might seem that a substance’s being 
thinking precludes it from being extended and vice versa. Certainly, 
Descartes would hold that one attribute precludes another attribute 
from belonging to the same substance. Indeed, it might seem as if the 
PSR itself demands that a substance have no more than one attribute. 
Precisely because thought and extension are conceptually indepen- 
dent, it follows that one can think of a substance as thinking without 
thereby thinking of it as extended (and vice versa). If a substance had 
both thought and extension as attributes, then, given this conceptual 
independence, what could keep them both together in the same sub- 
stance? Why would they be together in the same substance instead 
of present in two separate substances? In the case of an attribute and 
a less fundamental feature that falls under that attribute, it is clear 
why they are in the same substance: being extended and being 5 feet 
long are features of the same substance precisely because there is a 
conceptual link between the essence of that substance (the attribute) 
and the less fundamental feature. But in the absence of such a link 
between two attributes, what could account for their presence in the 
same substance? As we will see, Spinoza denies the Cartesian view that 
a substance can have only one attribute and, intriguingly, he does this 
precisely by strengthening the way in which the PSR applies to the 
conceptual separation between the attributes. But until we see how this 
is so, (Q2) must remain unanswered. 

The final key ontological notion at work in Spinoza’s argument 
for substance monism is the notion of ‘mode’. Although I have not 
previously used the term, I have touched upon this notion already: a 
mode is simply a dependent, less fundamental feature of substance. 
The modes of a substance depend on the substance itself and they do 
so by depending on further features of the substance and, ultimately, 
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on a basic feature, an attribute. Thus Spinoza defines a mode as “that 
which is in another through which it is also conceived” (1d5). 

We now have all the tools we need to construct Spinoza’s argument 
for substance monism. 

In outline, the argument is rather simple. Spinoza argues first that 
no two substances can share an attribute (1p5). Second, Spinoza 
argues that “it pertains to the nature of a substance to exist” (1p7). 
On the basis of 1p7, Spinoza argues that God—defined in 1d6 as the 
substance with all the attributes—exists. Finally, since God exists and 
has all the attributes and since there can, by 1p5, be no sharing of 
attributes, no other substance besides God can exist (1p14). Any such 
substance would have to share attributes with God, and such sharing 
is ruled out. 

I want to explain briefly each step and, in some cases, raise potential 
objections to which Spinoza has or could have good answers. Each of 
these answers turns in some way on the PSR. 

Let’s take 1p5 first: “In Nature there cannot be two or more sub- 
stances of the same nature or attribute.” To prove this proposition, 
Spinoza considers what is required in order to individuate two sub- 
stances, i.e. what is required in order to explain their non-identity. 
For Spinoza, the distinctness between two distinct things must be 
explained by some difference between them, some difference in their 
properties. In the case of the individuation of substances, this amounts 
to the claim that they must be individuated via a difference either in 
their attributes or in their modes. Spinoza makes this point in 1p4: 


Two or more distinct things are distinguished from one another, either 
by a difference in the attributes of the substances or by a difference in 
their affections.’ 


In insisting on some property difference between two things, Spinoza 
is endorsing the Principle of the Identity of Indiscernibles (PII). This is 
the principle—more often associated with Leibniz than with Spinoza— 
that if a and b are indiscernible, i.e. if a and b have all the same prop- 
erties, then a is identical to b. One can see that this principle turns 
on the notion of explaining non-identity and, as such, one can see 
its roots in the PSR: non-identities, by the PSR, require explanation 


° By “affections” (affectiones) Spinoza means modes, as his citation of 1d5 in 
lp4dem makes clear. 
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and the way to explain non-identity is to appeal to some difference in 
properties. In its reliance on the PII, 1p5 thus also relies on the PSR.” 

Thus two substances could be individuated either by a difference in 
their attributes or in their modes. Spinoza dismisses right away any 
differentiation of substances in terms of their attributes because he 
says we are considering whether two substances can share an attri- 
bute. Thus a case in which substances might have different attributes 
might seem to be irrelevant to the case at hand. (However, as we will 
see in a moment, this dismissal might be too hasty.) He then consid- 
ers whether substances can be distinguished by their modes. Spinoza 
eliminates this possibility as well, offering the following argument. 

Since a substance is prior to its modes (by 1p1), we are entitled to 
put the modes to the side when we take up the matter of individuating 
substances. Thus, with the modes to one side and with the attributes 
already eliminated as individuators, it turns out that there are no legit- 
imate grounds for individuating substances with the same attribute, 
for explaining why they are distinct. Thus, since substances with the 
same attribute cannot legitimately be individuated, there cannot be 
any sharing of attributes. 

Obviously this argument turns crucially on the claim that we should 
put the modes to one side. Spinoza appeals here to the notion of priority 
introduced in 1p1. What kind of priority does Spinoza have in mind? In 
lpldem, he invokes the definition of substance and mode, so it is clear 
that in speaking of priority, he means that substance is conceptually 
prior to modes: modes are conceived through the substance of which 
they are modes, but the substance is not conceived through the modes. 
Rather, the substance is conceived through its attribute or attributes. 

By appealing to conceptual priority in 1p5dem, Spinoza seems to 
be thinking along the following lines. Let’s say that we did individuate 
two substances, X and Y, by appealing to a difference between them 
with regard to modes. Thus, although substance X and substance Y 
have the same attribute, X has a set of modes 1 and Y has a distinct 
set of modes 2. In this situation, X and Y would be distinguished by 


1 Leibniz clearly—in at least one strand of his thinking on this matter—grounds 
the PII on the PSR. (See, e.g., his correspondence with Clarke.) Spinoza also appeals to 
the notion of explaining non-identities in Ip5dem where he speaks of what is required 
to conceive two things to be distinct. As we have seen, for Spinoza, the notion of con- 
ceiving is one of explaining. For a contemporary defense of the PII, see Della Rocca 
(2005: 480-492). 
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their modes. That is, in order to explain the non-identity of X and Y, 
in order to conceive of X as distinct from Y, we would need to con- 
ceive of X as the substance with set of modes 1 and we would need to 
conceive of Y as the substance with set of modes 2. But this would, in 
effect, be to conceive of, to explain, X and Y through their modes. This 
would go against the conceptual priority of substance with regard to 
modes, a priority that follows simply from the definitions of substance 
and mode. 

Thus, for Spinoza, substances cannot be individuated by their modes, 
and since, if there were two substances that shared an attribute, they 
would be individuated by their modes, Spinoza concludes that there is 
no sharing of attributes between different substances. And, again, this 
conclusion derives ultimately from the PSR because it is derived from 
Spinoza’s insistence that there be a way to explain the non-identity of 
distinct things which insistence is, in turn, a manifestation of the PII 
and the PSR. 

But is this strong conclusion that no attributes are shared justified? 
Perhaps, even if substances that share an attribute are not individu- 
ated by their modes, such substances are individuated by attributes 
that they do not share. Spinoza does allow, after all, that a substance 
can have more than one attribute. So why can’t we have the following 
scenario: substance X has attributes A and B only and substance Y 
has attributes B and C only? In this scenario, while the two substances 
share an attribute (viz. B) they differ with regard to other attributes 
and can thus be individuated in this way. So perhaps then, contrary 
to 1p5, there can be sharing of attributes by different substances after 
all. This objection was first raised by Leibniz." 

To see how Spinoza can rule out the Leibniz scenario, let’s assume 
that this scenario is possible. If so, then attribute B would not enable us 
to conceive of one substance in particular. This is because the thought 
‘the substance with attribute B’ would not enable us to conceive of one 
substance in particular since there is more than one substance with 
attribute B. Such a result would contradict Spinoza’s view that each 
attribute constitutes the essence of substance. As Spinoza says in 1p10s, 
in a claim that he clearly sees as following from the definition of attri- 
bute, “each [attribute of a substance] expresses the reality, or being of 
substance.” It’s easy to see why this should be so for Spinoza. Let’s say 


1 See his notes on Spinoza’s Ethics in Leibniz (1976: 198f.). 
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that the attribute of extension did not suffice, by itself, for conceiving 
of an extended substance. To think of the substance as extended, let’s 
say, one needs to appeal to some other feature besides extension. This 
further feature must in turn either be an attribute or be dependent on 
an attribute of the substance for, as we have seen, all features of a sub- 
stance are or are derived from attributes. So this further feature must 
be conceived through an attribute other than extension, say, thought. 
In order, then, to conceive of the substance as extended, we would 
need to conceive of it also in terms of another attribute, thought. This 
result, however, would violate the explanatory independence of the 
attributes. An attribute of a substance—viz. extension—would not be 
self-conceived, rather it would have to be conceived through another 
attribute of substance and this would violate the conceptual indepen- 
dence that Spinoza accords to each attribute. So for Spinoza, if a sub- 
stance has more than one attribute, each attribute by itself must enable 
us to conceive of the substance, and this can be the case only if each 
attribute that a substance has is unique to that substance. Thus the 
Leibniz scenario is ruled out by the conceptual independence of the 
attributes which, as we saw, stems from the PSR itself. Thus, it is ulti- 
mately the PSR which provides Spinoza with an answer to the Leibniz 
objection. Here again the PSR is the driving force. 

But this good result only raises again the question of whether and 
how a substance can have more than one attribute, i.e. (Q2). We will 
not be in a position to answer this question until we traverse the rest 
of Spinoza’s argument for substance monism. 

The next crucial stage is 1p7: “It pertains to the nature of a sub- 
stance to exist.” Spinoza means by this claim that each substance 
is such that its existence somehow follows from its very concept or 
nature. Other things—i.e. limited things or modes—are not such that 
their existence follows from their very nature. For such things, their 
existence is at the mercy of other things. But a substance is special: 
its existence is beholden only to its own nature. And so the only way 
that the existence of a substance could be prevented would be if its 
essence or nature were somehow internally incoherent. Otherwise, i.e. 
if the nature of a substance is coherent, then that’s what it is for the 
substance to exist. 

How does Spinoza argue for 1p7? He first cites 1p6c, the claim that 
no substance can be caused by anything else. For Spinoza, if a sub- 
stance were caused by something else, it would have to be conceived 
through that something else. (Here is one place where the connection 


EXPLAINING EXPLANATION 27 


between causation and conception is at work.) But this would conflict 
with the self-conceived nature of substance. Since substance cannot be 
produced by anything else, he concludes (in 1p7dem) that substance 
is produced by itself. Here the PSR plays a key role: since substance is 
not produced by anything else, and, by the PSR, it must be produced, 
explained, by something, it follows that substance is produced by itself. 
Given Spinoza’s connection between causation and conceivability, it 
follows that a substance’s existence is simply a function of its concept 
or definition. That is, as Spinoza says, “it pertains to the nature of a 
substance to exist.” 

In 1p11 Spinoza applies 1p7 to the case of God. To see how Spinoza 
does this, we should have before us his definition of God: 


By God I understand a being absolutely infinite, i.e., a substance consist- 
ing of an infinity of attributes, of which each one expresses an eternal 
and infinite essence. (1d6) 


By “an infinity of attributes” Spinoza means all attributes as is clear 
from his explanation of this definition: 


I say absolutely infinite, not infinite in its own kind; for if something is 
only infinite in its own kind, we can deny infinite attributes of it; but if 
something is absolutely infinite, whatever expresses essence and involves 
no negation pertains to its essence. (1d6exp) 


Given that God is by definition a substance (and indeed a substance 
with all the attributes) and given that, as 1p7 states, existence follows 
from the nature of a substance, Spinoza concludes that God exists. 
Indeed, Spinoza states here that God exists necessarily, and it’s easy 
to see why. Definitional or conceptual truths are necessarily true (e.g. 
squares have four sides is a definitional truth and as such it is neces- 
sary). Because existence pertains to God’s nature, we can say that the 
statement that God exists is necessarily true. 

Spinoza is here giving expression to a version of the ontological 
argument for the existence of God. Such arguments, in one way or 
another, proceed from the claim that existence is part of the concept 
of God to the conclusion that God exists. Spinoza’s version is, perhaps, 
unique in the way in which it relies heavily on the PSR. Spinoza is, in 
effect, saying in 1p11 that God must exist by his very nature for if God 
did not then there would be no explanation for God’s non-existence. 
But, this would be intolerable since, by the PSR, each fact must have an 
explanation. So the PSR helps us to see that God must have a defini- 
tion or nature that is so rich as to generate God’s very existence. 
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But there’s a loose end: I said earlier in connection with 1p7 that the 
claim that existence pertains to the nature of a substance would hold 
only for a substance whose nature is not somehow internally incoher- 
ent. In this light, Spinoza can be said to have proved that God exists 
by virtue of the fact that God is defined as a substance only if Spinoza 
can show that the notion of God is internally coherent. (This is a kind 
of difficulty with the ontological argument that Leibniz was at particu- 
lar pains to address.) But while Spinoza obviously regards the nature 
of God as coherent, and, in fact, Spinoza explicitly says that to see 
God’s nature as involving a contradiction is “absurd” (1p11dem2), he 
nonetheless offers no direct argument for the claim that God’s nature 
is coherent. This is troubling because one can well imagine a Car- 
tesian, e.g., challenging that Spinoza’s definition of God is incoher- 
ent precisely because it involves the claim that a substance can have 
more than one attribute. So again we come up against the problem of 
whether a single substance can have more than one attribute. Is there 
anything that Spinoza says that can be seen as addressing this impor- 
tant difficulty? We'll see that there is indeed by examining a problem 
with Spinoza’s last step, in 1p14, in his proof of substance monism. 

Here Spinoza puts it all together. Precisely because God is defined 
as having all the attributes, it follows that if another substance were to 
exist in addition to God, it would have to share attributes with God. 
(Each substance, for Spinoza, must have at least one attribute—1p10s.) 
But 1p5 prohibits attribute-sharing. So, given that God exists necessar- 
ily (by 1p11), no other substance exists or, indeed, can exist. QED. 

But an immediate problem arises here.” Spinoza’s proof of monism 
proceeds via the claim in 1p11 that God exists. That claim is proved 
on the strength of the claim that God is a substance and also the gen- 
eral claim that it pertains to the nature of a substance to exist. But 
consider what would have happened if, instead of using 1p7 to prove 
in Iplldem that God exists, Spinoza had invoked 1p7 to prove that 
some different substance, a substance with fewer attributes exists. For 
example, call the substance with only the attribute of extension ‘EST’. 
ES1 is, let us say, by nature a substance with only that attribute. We 
can say, invoking 1p7, that it pertains to the nature of ES1 to exist 
and thus ES1 does exist and necessarily so. But now, given that ES1 
exists, given 1p5—the thesis that substances cannot share attributes— 


12 This problem was first raised by Don Garrett in his important paper, “Spinoza’s 
‘Ontological’ Argument”: Garrett (1979: 198-223). 


EXPLAINING EXPLANATION 29 


and also given the fact that if God were to exist God would have all 
the attributes, it follows that God does not exist after all! God would 
have to share an attribute with ES1 which we have already proven 
to exist. So it seems that Spinoza was able to prove that God is the 
only substance only because he began 1p11 arbitrarily with the claim 
that God exists. What reason did he have for starting there instead of 
starting with the claim that, say, ES1 exists? The answer must be that 
somehow ES1 has an incoherent nature and God does not. But this 
just brings us back to the question we have already raised: Is God’s 
nature coherent? 

How would Spinoza answer this question? The PSR which Spinoza 
espouses has a direct bearing on this problem. First, let’s assume that 
for each attribute there must be a substance that has that attribute— 
given that attributes are conceived through themselves (1p10), nothing 
could prevent the instantiation of a given attribute. Because there is no 
sharing of attributes and on the assumption that extension is an attri- 
bute, it follows that there is only one extended substance. Now consider 
the question: does this one extended substance have other attributes 
as well? In particular, does it have the attribute of thought? Well, let’s 
say that it lacks thought. In virtue of what does it lack thought? This 
last question is a perfectly natural one, and, in fact, Spinoza’s PSR 
demands that there be a reason here, that there be an answer to this 
question. What then could explain why the one extended substance 
lacks thought? 

It’s clear what Descartes would say: the fact that it is extended is the 
reason that the one extended substance lacks thought. Not only would 
Descartes say this, but it also seems the most natural and plausible 
way to answer the question. But notice that this approach to the ques- 
tion is absolutely illegitimate from Spinoza’s point of view. It is ruled 
out by his strong understanding of the conceptual barrier between the 
attributes, a barrier which, as we have seen, follows from the PSR. For 
Spinoza, no fact about thought depends on any fact about extension. 
This is just a manifestation of the self-conceived nature of each attri- 
bute. As Spinoza understands this separation, this means, for example, 
that the fact that a substance is extended cannot explain why it has that 
attribute of thought and also cannot explain why it lacks the attribute 
of thought. To explain the lack of thought by appealing to extension 
would be to explain a fact about thought in terms of a fact about exten- 
sion. And this violates the conceptual barrier for Spinoza. He makes 
precisely the point in 1p10s. He says immediately after articulating the 
conceptual independence of the attributes that: 
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From these propositions it is evident that although two attributes may 
be conceived to be really distinct (i.e., one may be conceived without the 
aid of the other), we still can not infer from that that they constitute two 
beings, or two different substances. 


Spinoza is saying here that the conceptual barrier shows that one attri- 
bute cannot prevent a substance from having another attribute. No 
other potential explanation of the one extended substance’s lack of 
thought seems to be available. So if this substance did lack thought, 
that would be a brute fact and as such ruled out by the PSR. In this 
way, we can quickly see that every attribute not only must be instan- 
tiated but must also, on pain of violating the PSR, be instantiated by 
a single substance. 

This understanding of the conceptual independence between the 
attributes is particularly strong. It uses the conceptual independence 
to preclude not only positive trans-attribute explanations (e.g. explan- 
ations that X is thinking because X is extended), but also negative 
trans-attribute explanations (e.g. explanations that X is not thinking 
because X is extended). Descartes obviously does not take the con- 
ceptual barrier this far: he is quite happy to say that an extended sub- 
stance lacks thought because it is extended. However, Spinoza seems to 
be saying, if one has a conceptual barrier at all, there is no good reason 
not to extend it to preclude negative trans-attribute explanations as 
well as positive ones. If Spinoza is right, then he has a good reason, 
on his own terms, for holding that one substance has all the attributes 
and he has a good reason for ruling out ES1—the substance with only 
extension—because it has an incoherent nature. For Spinoza, there is 
good reason to hold that the only substance with a coherent nature 
is God, the substance of all attributes. For Spinoza, then, if there is a 
multiplicity of attributes, there is nothing incoherent in these attributes 
all being instantiated by a single substance. Indeed, the opposite state 
of affairs in which such attributes are in separate substances would be 
incoherent because it would involve brute facts.’ 

We have gone a long distance in explaining and defending Spinoza’s 
argument for substance monism. At each stage, the PSR is the moti- 
vating force behind the explanation and defense. The PSR underwrites 
the notion that explanation is explanation-as, a notion that is essential 


3 For a fuller elaboration of the above argument, see my “Spinoza’s Substance 
Monism”: Della Rocca (2002). 
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to Spinoza’s metaphysics in general and to his substance monism in 
particular. The PSR grounds the view that a substance must have at 
least one attribute, and the PSR dictates that attributes must be con- 
ceptually independent of one another. The PSR also grounds the PII 
which is expressed in Spinoza’s claim that substances cannot be indi- 
viduated either by their modes or by their attributes. The PSR also 
licenses the claim that each coherent substance exists. Finally, the PSR 
leads, as we have just seen, to the view that if there is a multiplicity of 
attributes, then they must all be instantiated in a single substance. 

This last result above makes clear, however, that there is at least 
one major unresolved question in our defense of Spinoza’s argument 
for substance monism: 


3. WHY IS THERE A MULTIPLICITY OF ATTRIBUTES (Q3)? 


Can we go to the well one more time and invoke the PSR to answer 
this question? I believe we can. But here I must stress that we are going 
beyond what Spinoza explicitly says. 

Let’s try to imagine a scenario in which there is only one attribute. 
Of course, if an attribute exists, it exists necessarily and by virtue of the 
very concept of that attribute. It follows that if there is only one attri- 
bute, then there must be only one attribute and it is incoherent for any 
other attribute to exist. In other words, if there is only one attribute, it 
is a conceptual truth that there is only one attribute. 

Let’s call the attribute A and let’s say that substance S has A. Given 
the no-sharing thesis, no other substance has A and thus no other 
substance exists. Thus all that exists in this scenario are S and A. 

What is the relation between S and A? Are they identical or not? 
Well, if they are not identical, in virtue of what do they fail to be ident- 
ical? Recall that Spinoza’s PII and PSR demand that there be an answer 
to this question. Notice that S and A do share many properties: S, as 
a substance, is self-conceived. So too is A, an attribute, self-conceived. 
Let’s say that A is extension. Thus it’s true to say that S is extended. Is 
it also true that A is extended? I don’t see why not. For Spinoza to say 
that S is extended is, I believe, nothing over and above saying that S is 
conceived through extension." So, given that A is conceived through 


14 I develop this point in “Rationalism Run Amok”. 
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extension, it would be true also that A is extended. Given this similar- 
ity between S and A, how can we individuate them? We could say that 
S is a substance and not an attribute and that A is an attribute and not 
a substance. But given that, in this situation, A is the only conceivable 
attribute and that S is the only conceivable substance, the claim that S 
is a substance and not an attribute and that A is an attribute and not a 
substance simply amounts to the claim that S is S and not A and A is 
A and not S. But this does nothing to explain the distinction between 
A and S; rather it merely restates the distinction, i.e. the distinction 
between A and S would seem to be primitive. And, as we have seen, 
for reasons stemming from the PSR, Spinoza would reject such primi- 
tive individuation. 

So, given Spinoza’s aversion to primitive individuation, it seems to 
follow that, in our situation, S = A. Indeed, the identity here would 
seem to hold as a conceptual truth. Given the PSR, it’s part of the 
notion of a thing that it be explained. In a situation in which A is the 
only conceivable attribute and S is the only conceivable substance, it 
seems to follow that any non-identity between S and A is inconceiv- 
able. So it would be a conceptual truth that S = A. 

Would this identity be problematic? Consider the point I made 
earlier: for Spinoza there is no bare conceiving of a thing; rather, to 
conceive a thing, to explain it, one must appeal to certain features of 
the thing. As I noted, this requirement stems from Spinoza’s insistence 
on the PSR and, more particularly from his insistence that explanation 
itself be explainable. This latter requirement, in turn, seems to lead 
to the claim that there must be a distinction—at least in thought— 
between the thing explained and the explanation of the thing, the way 
of conceiving that thing. If the thing explained were conceived simply 
as the way of conceiving that thing, we would seem to be involved 
in a rather uncomfortable regress: the thing is identical to the way of 
conceiving that thing. But the way of conceiving that thing is identical 
to the way of conceiving the way of conceiving that thing ... and so on 
ad infinitum. All content to the notion of the thing or the notion of the 
explanation of the thing would slip through our fingers. So, Spinoza’s 
insistence that explanation itself be explicable leads to the view that 
the thing explained must be at least conceptually distinct from the way 
of explaining the thing. 

But, of course, as I have stressed, attributes in general are ways of 
conceiving of substance. And so, given that ways of conceiving things 
must in principle be distinct from the things conceived, it follows that 
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an attribute must be at least conceptually distinct from the substance 
for which it serves as the explanation. If there was not such a distinc- 
tion between substance and attribute, then the substance could not be 
explained after all, and this would violate Spinoza’s deep commitment 
to the PSR. 

Return now to our situation in which A is the only conceivable attri- 
bute and S is the only conceivable substance. In that situation S and A 
would not be conceptually distinct and, for this reason, our situation 
now seems to be impossible. This is because in this situation we would 
have a substance which could not be explained or conceived. A vivid 
way to make this point is as follows: given that for Spinoza all explan- 
ation depends on the explicability of substance, in this situation with 
only one attribute no explanation could get off the ground. And this, 
of course, would be the worst thing in the world for Spinoza. Thus, 
for Spinoza, given the PSR, it cannot be the case that there is only one 
attribute. There must be a multiplicity of attributes in order to secure 
the very notion of explanation. Notice that if there is a multiplicity of 
attributes, A, B, C, etc., then one can individuate the substance that 
has these attributes and each of the attributes themselves: each attri- 
bute is one of many in a way that the substance is not. And so the 
substance would be distinct from its attributes, and, for this reason, 
one can intelligibly regard the attributes as explaining the substance. 

This then is the answer to (Q3): there is a multiplicity of attributes 
because otherwise substance itself would not be explicable. I stress 
again, however, that although this answer is dictated by Spinoza’s com- 
mitment to the PSR, he does not, as far as I know, give this answer. I 
also want to stress that, while this answer provides for a multiplicity 
of attributes, it does not seem to provide for an infinity of attributes— 
something Spinoza apparently endorses.’ 

A final question, however, about the strategy I have just outlined. 
If, as I insist, there must be something in virtue of which a substance 
is not identical to an attribute of that substance, then it seems equally 
legitimate to demand that there be something in virtue of which each 
of the distinct attributes are not identical. And once this demand is 
made, it seems that there is pressure to identify the attributes: after all, 
each attribute is self-conceived. If attribute A is different from attri- 
bute B, then it seems that that can only be in virtue of the fact that 


5 See, e.g., 1d6. 
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A is different from B. And here we seem to be forced to the view 
that the non-identity of the attributes is primitive, grounded simply 
in the fact that the attributes are not identical. Given Spinoza’s gen- 
eral aversion to primitive non-identity, the apparently primitive non- 
identity of attributes seems problematic. I should note, however, that 
this problem—about the individuation of attributes in Spinoza—is one 
that faces interpreters of Spinoza in general and not just those who 
would advance the line I just developed in order to argue that there 
is a multiplicity of attributes. Any interpretation that sees Spinoza as 
rejecting primitive identity in general faces a problem concerning how 
to individuate attributes. 

This question deserves more discussion than I can provide here, but 
let me offer a sketch of an answer. Consider the different question: in 
virtue of what are bachelors unmarried? This question may seem not 
to make sense. If you have to ask why are bachelors unmarried, then 
you haven’t fully understood the concepts of ‘bachelor’ and ‘being 
unmarried’. If you did understand those concepts, you would just see 
that what it is to be a bachelor is in part—by the concepts involved—to 
be unmarried. Similarly, if you understood what it is to be an attribute, 
you would understand, you would just see, that there simply are—by 
the concept of attribute—many attributes. This is because, for Spinoza, 
the notion of attribute is just the notion of an explanation of sub- 
stance. But the very notion of explanation—as we have seen—requires 
that there be more than one potential explanation of the substance. 
Thus we have as deep an explanation as we could want of the claim 
that there are many attributes: it is a conceptual truth. It follows from 
this conceptual truth that there are attributes which are distinct from 
one another but, because they are all self-conceived, they are also such 
that there is nothing to distinguish them beyond the fact that they 
are different ways of conceiving things. So in the end attributes are 
individuated from one another simply by the fact that they are dif- 
ferent ways of conceiving things, and the legitimacy of this way of 
individuating attributes is grounded in the PSR and the very notion 
of explanation. 

This embrace of individuation by appeal simply to the things indi- 
viduated holds only for attributes and for ways of conceiving things, 
ways of explaining things. The PSR requires that things other than 
ways of conceiving things are to be individuated, and thus conceived, 
otherwise than by appeal simply to these things themselves. Thus my 


EXPLAINING EXPLANATION 35 


earlier claim that there is no bare conceiving of things must be modi- 
fied: there is no bare conceiving of things other than attributes which 
are themselves ways of conceiving things. 

This exception does make me a bit uneasy, but it does makes sense: 
to insist that attributes not be individuated by appeal to the attributes 
themselves is to insist that each attribute be conceived or explained 
in a certain way that is other than the attribute itself. But this is to 
say that each attribute must be conceived by virtue of grasping some 
feature of the attribute. To have the thought of an attribute—which is 
a way of conceiving—one must first grasp some other feature, a way 
of conceiving that attribute. But why stop there? Why not insist that 
that feature, call it F, that way of conceiving an attribute, must also be 
grasped in terms of some feature of F that is other than F itself, and 
so on ad infinitum. This regress does seem to be vicious because it 
specifies that the required grasp of features must be prior to the grasp 
of the attribute itself. In this way, it is hard to see how conceiving of 
an attribute could ever get started. 

And—perhaps, worse—this result seems to conflict with the notion 
of attribute as self-conceived. Attributes are, I would have thought, 
precisely where the buck stops: precisely because they are ways of con- 
ceiving things, attributes can be grasped directly and they make possi- 
ble the grasp of things that aren’t ways of conceiving. In the end, then, 
attributes are the only truly self-conceived things for Spinoza. Although 
substance is defined as self-conceived, it is strictly, conceived through 
an attribute which is not identical to the substance itself.’° To conceive 
of a substance one must first conceive of an attribute of that substance. 
But an attribute is conceived through itself and, unlike substance, not 
through something strictly distinct from itself. It is not the case that to 
conceive of the attribute one must first conceive of the substance that 
has that attribute; rather one conceives of the substance through the 
attribute. Attributes are thus more fundamentally explanatory than is 
substance by itself. Indeed, it seems that by itself, i.e. independently of 
attributes, substance is not explanatory of anything. For this reason, it 
seems right to make an exception for attributes when it comes to the 


16 It is because an attribute constitutes an essence of substance that, I believe, Spi- 
noza regards conceiving a substance itself as tantamount to conceiving it through 
itself. 
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notion of explanation and to regard each attribute as capable of being 
conceived simply in terms of itself. If there were not a multiplicity of 
attributes that could be conceived simply in terms of themselves, then, 
as the PSR dictates, explanation itself would be impossible. 

But is there good reason to accept the PSR on which, as we can now 
see, this entire defense of Spinoza’s argument for substance monism 
rests? This is a question for another occasion.... 


THE ONE SUBSTANCE AND FINITE THINGS (1P16-28) 


Robert Schnepf 


1. THE PROBLEM: FROM THE MONISM OF SUBSTANCE TO THE 
MULTIPLICITY OF THINGS 


Spinoza asks rather a lot of the reader of the first part of his Ethics: 
each laborious act of comprehension, more or less successfully com- 
pleted, just seems to lead to the next. A reader who believes that with 
1p15 he or she has grasped the central point of his general metaphysics 
or ontology—that everything which exists is in God, and nothing can 
be or be understood without God—will likely wonder why so many 
barely comprehensible propositions are needed to prepare for the 
introduction of his well-known rejection of teleological causes and 
free will and the doctrine of the necessity of everything that happens 
at the very end of the first part. For with 1p15, it seems, the identity of 
God and nature has already been established, the monism of substance 
placed upon a secure foundation and finite things degraded to mere 
modes deprived of all independence. The possibility that independent 
autonomous causal forces outside of God could bring contingency 
into play seems to have been eliminated. Therefore, it would seem 
to be self-explanatory that everything follows in one way or another 
from God (1p16), that God is the immanent cause of all things (1p18), 
that the attributes of God are eternal (1p19), that the existence and 
the essence of God are one and the same (1p20) and that God is the 
cause not only of the existence of finite things but also of their essence 
(1p25). 

The plurality of interpretations, however, shows that things are not 
that simple. The monism of substance has been interpreted as a neo- 
Platonic philosophy of emanation, in which all finite things ‘flow out’ 
of the one substance,’ as a philosophy of expression, in which the 
individual quanta of power or force express the one encompassing 
potentia or substance,’ as a philosophy of the absolute intelligibility of 


1 E.g. Wolfson (1958). 
* E.g. Deleuze (1968) or Bove (1996). 
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all being, in which everything can be lucidly derived or constructed 
out of the essence of God’ and, finally, as a field ontology in the sense 
of modern Physics‘. And just as there are more than enough different 
interpretations, more than enough reservations have been expressed 
regarding Spinoza’s approach. For this reason, we will do well not to 
limit ourselves to a simple overview of the ‘highlights’ of the proposi- 
tions of the first part. Clearly, propositions such as ‘whatever is, is in 
God’, taken in isolation, are hopelessly multivalent. It is only with the 
propositions that attempt to exactly determine the relation between 
individual things and substance that Spinoza develops the particular 
character of his ontology. Ihe exact relation between individual things 
and the substance that comprises them is not yet sufficiently clarified 
with 1p15. Precisely that is the topic of the subsequent propositions in 
the first part of the Ethics. 

But, as luck would have it, some of these propositions are extremely 
tricky. In the propositions 21 to 23, at the latest, we are confronted 
with Spinoza’s doctrine of the so-called “endless modes’’—the modi 
infiniti, the meaning and purpose of which is anything but clear 
(especially when he even assumes two different types of such modi 
infiniti, those that follow directly from an attribute of God and those 
that follow from the attribute of God indirectly via the direct infinite 
modes). Following this problematic group of propositions, we find a 
doctrine of the production and causation of finite things. Not only 
does Spinoza claim that God is the efficient cause of the existence and 
the essence of all finite things (1p24&25), but also, that each finite 
thing is at the same time determined to exist and to act by other finite 
things, and so on ad infinititum (1p28). While the first propositions of 
this group suggest that everything is caused directly by God, the latter 
proposition suggests that finite things act upon each other in an end- 
less dynamic system, without God playing a particular causal role.° 


> E.g. Gueroult (1968) or Matheron in this book. 

4 E.g. Bennet (1984) or Rohs (1996). 

> For reasons that for the main part go back to Gabbey (2008), I will not employ the 
conventional term ‘endless modes’ and will speak, instead, of ‘infinite modes’. 

® Occasionally, interpreters have tried to get out of the bind by imputing a theory 
of double causation to Spinoza: vertical causation ‘from above’ by God and horizontal 
causation by the endless chain of finite things. However, such a reading does not seem 
very attractive. 
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The theory of infinite modes and the propositions about the causal 
order of finite things belong together. With them, Spinoza determines 
the general form of the relation between the one substance and the 
plenitude of individual things, from which follow the scandalous con- 
sequences presented towards the end of the first part of the Ethics, and 
which is further determined in the inquiries of the following parts. 
Before we examine these controversial propositions more closely, how- 
ever, we need to gather further observations and questions in order to 
be able to state the problems somewhat more precisely (section 2). 
We will then proceed to interpret 1p16 (section 3), the propositions 
1p21-23 (section 4) and, finally, the propositions 1p25-28 (section 5). 


2. PREPARATORY OBSERVATIONS 


Contemporary interpreters were not the first to notice the problems 
posed by these text passages. They were already discussed among the 
readers who had access to the manuscript of the Ethics during Spi- 
noza’s lifetime, and given a precise formulation by Ehrenfried Walther 
von Tschirnhaus,’ possibly the most significant of Spinoza’s corre- 
spondents. Tschirnhaus begins by asking Spinoza, via an intermediary, 
Georg Herrman Schuller, who was a close acquaintance of the latter, 
to give examples of infinite modes.’ Spinoza names “rest and motion” 
and the “absolutely infinite intellect” (“intellectus absolute infinitus”) 
as examples of infinite modes that follow directly from the attribute 
of God. With the puzzling expression “face of the whole universe” 
(“facies totius universi”), on the other hand, he names an example of 
an infinite mode that follows indirectly.? Spinoza’s intention here is 
not to provide a full enumeration; he is just giving examples of the two 
kinds of infinite modes.” In order to make sense of these examples, we 
need to follow up on two other references. With the example “face of 
the whole universe”, Spinoza provides a reference to the digression on 


7 Cf. Ep. 80 and 82 from Tschirnhaus to Spinoza, and Ep. 81 and 83 from Spinoza 
to Tschirnhaus (G 4: 331-335). 

8 Ep. 63, G 4: 276. 

9 Ep. 64, G 4: 278. 

10 Cf. the exact wording in Ep. 64, where Spinoza speaks of the “exempla...primi 
generis” and “secundi [generis]”, which in both cases implies a plurality (G 4: 278). 
This point, to which Gabbey (2008) also refers, will play a role in my interpretation. 
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physics (the Lemmata) that follows 2p13 of the Ethics, more precisely 
to the note to Lemma 7 (where, however, the expression “infinite 
mode” does not occur). And in 5p40s, one finds a remark that must 
be read as a reference to infinite modes because it refers back to 1p21. 
Spinoza states there that the eternal part of our mind, together with all 
the other eternal parts, which determine one another, together consti- 
tute “God’s eternal and infinite intellect” (“Dei aeternum et infinitum 
intellectum constituent”). This remark, too, must be read against the 
background of Ep. 64. 

These first references do not yet tell us much about the relation of 
the one substance to the many individual things or about the exact 
function of the infinite modes. In two further letters, Tschirnhaus 
therefore asks Spinoza quite directly how the motion and the form 
of things can be demonstrated a priori based on the mere concept 
of extension.'! This corresponds in a certain respect to the question of 
whether finite extensive things can be derived from the one substance, 
insofar as they distinguish themselves from one another as to their 
states of motion and as to their form. At first, Spinoza answers with 
the remark that the motion and form of things do not follow from 
the attribute of extension as conceived by Descartes and that, further- 
more, all of Descartes’ natural principles are “useless and absurd”.” 
Spinoza is alluding to Descartes’ theory of motion, according to which 
extended things do not move themselves but, are in a particular way, 
moved by God; whereby the laws of motion—the natural laws (leges 
naturae)—are nothing but the general rules according to which God 
moves things.” Indeed, this theory is not only laden with all the diffi- 
culties associated with theories of an extramundane God acting in the 
world, it is also complicated by the fact that Descartes ascribes a causal 
role to the natural laws themselves. Natural laws are supposed to be 
second causes, through which God, as the first cause, acts in the world. 
So, Spinoza’s critique seems quite understandable, given his theory of 
infinite modes, for these are sometimes interpreted as successors to the 
Cartesian laws of nature which avoid the Cartesian difficulties, and, 


1 Ep. 80, G 4: 331. 

12 Ep. 81, G 4: 332. 

3 Cf. Descartes, Principia philosophiae II, $$36ff., Descartes (AT, VII: 61ff.); and 
the comments by Garber (1992), Gaukroger (2000) and McLaughlin (2000). 

14 Cf. Yovel (1991), Curley (1988: 45f.), Schmitt (1922) and the definite rejection of 
the causal interpretation by Bartuschat (1996: 76). 
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on occasion, it has also been claimed that they are causes." In both 
cases, the intention has been to see them as mediators between the one 
substance and individual things. 

With this reference to the difficulties associated with a competing 
theory, however, Spinoza has not yet eliminated those of his own, and 
there are serious objections to be made to the interpretation of the 
infinite modes as laws of nature or as causes. The first interpretation 
simply does not correspond to Spinoza’s response in Ep. 64, for rest 
and motion are not the same thing as the laws of rest and motion. 
The second interpretation requires that rest and motion be seen as 
causes, whereas one would be more likely to ask about the causes of 
rest and motion. Tschirnhaus therefore asks Spinoza to explain how, 
according to his own theory, “the difference between things can be 
derived... from the concept of extension”.'° Spinoza’s answer, not sur- 
prisingly in view of what has gone before, brings new difficulties to 
the fore: he replies that rest and motion and the difference between 
things cannot be derived from the concept of extension at all. Rather, 
they would have to be explained (explicatur) by an attribute of God. 
What exactly is supposed to be gained by conceiving of extension and 
thinking, not as attributes of extended and thinking substance (like 
Descartes does), but rather within the framework of a monism of sub- 
stance, as attributes of God, is, however, anything but clear. 

It is impossible to glean an exact interpretation of the propositions 
of the Ethics from these passages of Spinoza’s correspondence. Still, 
there is an astoundingly simple lesson to be learned from the cor- 
respondence with Tschirnhaus. Spinoza clearly is of the opinion that 
the problem of how the one substance with its two attributes relates 
to individual things in such a way that their causal explanations take 
on a certain form is completely separate from the question of how a 
particular individual thing that falls under an attribute can be derived 
from that attribute. Whereas Spinoza considers the second question, 
which was posed in this way in the context of Cartesian thought, to be 
unanswerable, he regards the first question to be convincingly answer- 
able within the framework of his monism of substance. In order to see 
why he believes this to be so, we need to examine 1p16 more closely. 


And has, at least, occasionally ascribed a peculiar activity or particular causal 
features to them—cf. Wolfson (1958: 391); in opposition to this e.g. Mason (1986). 
16 Ep. 82, G 4: 333. 
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3. 1P16: ALL THINGS FOLLOW FROM GOD—BUT WHAT DOES 
‘FOLLOW’ MEAN? 


At first glance, Proposition 16 seems rather trivial and it is not really 
clear what could be interesting about it: “From the necessity of the 
divine nature there must follow infinitely many things in infinitely 
many modes, (i.e., everything which can fall under an infinite intel- 
lect).” But as simple as this proposition appears, it raises quite a 
number of questions. One would like to know what, exactly, Spinoza 
means by divine nature and by the “infinitely many modes” in which 
infinitely many things are supposed to follow. It is also unclear what, 
exactly, “follow” (sequi) is supposed to mean, why the “infinite intel- 
lect” (intellectus infinitus) is mentioned here and, finally, what the sig- 
nificance of the strange construction “from the necessity of the divine 
nature” might be. 

In this connection, we need to take a short look at how Spinoza 
introduces his ontology and explains his terminology.” If one exam- 
ines the definitions at the beginning of the first part, it becomes clear 
that expressions such as substance, attribute and mode are defined as 
particular aspects of a thing, which the expression in question serves to 
highlight. That which becomes evident when a thing is viewed in itself 
and insofar as it can be conceived through itself is called substance 
(1d3); that which comes into view when it is not the substantial part 
of the thing, but rather that which relates to other things and has to 
be conceived though this relationship is considered, is called mode 
(1d5). The point is that these definitions presuppose a relation to finite 
things, and aspects of these things can be highlighted by means of the 
defining expressions. It would be wrong, then, to imagine a scenario 
in which Spinoza looks for a concept (for instance, the concept of 
God) and then goes on to try to demonstrate the existence of this God 
and to derive all things from him (or from the concepts of his attri- 
butes). Rather, Spinoza carries out an analysis of the internal structure 
of finite things by distinguishing different aspects of this structure, 
which can be highlighted.'* This analysis shows that there can be only 
one substance, which at the same time constitutes the inner core of 
every individual thing. For, if one tries to imagine finite things without 


17 Cf. Schnepf (1996). 
18 Cf. also 5p36, in which one also has to assume this highlighting of aspects. 
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any of the determinations which imply a relation to others, one comes 
up against something for which one cannot identify any characteristic 
that would distinguish it from the substantial part of another thing. For 
Spinoza, the substantial core of different finite things is one and the 
same because it is indiscernible—and from this results not only that 
there is just one and the same substance in all things, but also that the 
relation between the substance and individual things is not a relation 
between two different things (i.e. the infamous ‘immanence of God’). 
The systematic problem of derivation, accordingly, does not consist 
in the fact that Spinoza proved God and his attributes, and then has 
to deduce from these attributes that there are things (as Tschirnhaus 
seems to assume). Instead, he starts with the things, and shows that 
they have a common substantive core, from which we grasp thinking 
and extension, and based on which we understand how the things, 
which he sets out, can be reconstructed. 

In this systematic context, Spinoza, in 1p16, takes up the word 
sequi, which, certainly since Descartes, has a very particular meaning.” 
Descartes employs the term in the Discours de la methode (or, rather, in 
the Latin translation he authorized) to signify the connection between 
the individual links of a deductive chain.” In the earlier Regulae ad 
directionem ingenii (i.e. in a fragment which was not published during 
Spinoza’s lifetime, but which Spinoza probably knew), he called this 
a “deduction”, describing it as the transition, in principal intuitively 
graspable, from simple natures to the next more complex forms com- 
posed of these natures. These simple natures first have to be found by 
means of an analysis of a problem into ever simpler elements, before 
they can then be synthetically composed by means of deduction to 
obtain the solution of the problem. If we take, for example, a triangle, 
and set the problem to be the determination of the sum of the angles, 
then such a simple nature would be the line segment, and the “deduc- 
tion” would consist in grasping intuitively how the three line segments 
have to be arranged in order to form the triangle. On the basis of such 


19 Cf. on the following in more detail Schnepf (2003). My interpretation differs 
from that of Wolfson (1958: 373), for instance, who argues for the derivation of the 
term “sequi” from medieval sources of Jewish philosophy, in order to lend support to 
his interpretation of the relation between God and substances as one of emanation. 

20 More exactly: in the Latin translation—cf. Descartes (AT, VI: 550): “Longe illae 
valde simplicium & facilium rationum catenae, quarum ope Geometrae ad rerum dif- 
ficiliarum demonstrationes ducuntur, ansam mihi dederant existimandi, ea omnia, 
quae in hominis cognitionem cadunt eodem pacto se mutuo sequi.” (italics R.S.) 
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‘deductions’, one can prove propositions, for instance the proposition 
that the three angles of a triangle are equal to two right angles. In 
order to do this, one only has to prolong the line segments in a con- 
tinuous fashion, construct subsidiary lines and ‘see’ the equality of the 
alternate angles. Thus one can not only prove known truths, but also 
discover new ones by means of construction. Already in the Regulae, 
Descartes gives this relation between simple and complex figures a 
causal interpretation; here he actually considers the moving of the line 
segments as a kind of causa efficiens. “Deduction” and sequi, then, do 
not refer to a logical relation between concepts or propositions so that, 
for instance, the conclusion cannot be false if the premises are true. 
What is meant, rather, is a procedure, supported by unbroken intu- 
ition, for constructing complex figures from simple elements in order 
to find causal explanations for phenomena. 

It is a model such as this that Spinoza has in mind when he speaks of 
sequi in 1p16. This is also plausible insofar as “substance” is something 
one inevitably comes up against in the consequent analysis of a thing. 
When one has carried the analysis to its conclusion, this substance 
is so undetermined that it is no longer possible to make a distinc- 
tion between the substance of one thing and that of another. The dif- 
ficulty of the causal explanation of individual things therefore consists 
above all in knowing how, from this undetermined substance, one can 
get to the distinguishing features of individual things. Spinoza gives 
an indication of the modifications one must make to the Cartesian 
model required for this with the phrase he inserts into 1p16 (“every- 
thing which can fall under an infinite intellect”).”' If one attributes the 
highest kind of cognition to the infinite intellect, then 1p16 requires 
that everything, no matter how complex, be constructible from simple 
components in the manner of sequi. This takes place in infinitely many 
different modes, in the sense that there are infinitely many ways and 
means of combining the simplest elements. But we need to be a touch 
more precise. In actual fact, we must ask what, in this context, is going 
to take on the function that in Descartes’ Regulae was carried out by 
the simple natures that constituted the endpoints of the analysis or 
the starting point of the deduction? Given what has been proven prior 


21 “’, (omnia, quae sub intellectum infinitum cadere possunt)”. I read this insertion 


as a modification of the sentence from Descartes’ Discours de la méthode quoted in 
footnote 20. 
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to 1p16, only the two attributes, extension and thought, come into 
question. For the attributes are those which the intellect perceives of 
a substance as constituting its essence (1d4). So here it is not a matter 
of constructing geometric bodies out of the smallest line segments, as 
is the case with Descartes,” it is rather a matter of forming the figures 
of a line segment, a triangle or even a complex organism out of an 
undivided, infinite and indefinite extension. (An analogous claim can 
be made for the attribute of thought.) Here the prospect of an enor- 
mous reconstruction programme emerges, but without any indication 
as yet as to how it could be realized. I suspect that this is where the 
particular function of the different types of infinite modes comes in— 
but more on that later. 

The next question—equally irritating and equally central, if not 
more so—is the following: how is it that one can speak of necessity 
in this context? If one has three line segments, it is not necessary that 
they be arranged into a triangle. I can have a clear and distinct percep- 
tion of three line segments without having to form the concept of a 
triangle. In fact, forming a triangle is not even possible solely on the 
basis of having the three line segments in the absence of any further 
instructions. However, the situation changes fundamentally if we look 
at it from the point of view of the Regulae of the young Descartes. 
There, one has the triangle to begin with and wants to solve the prob- 
lem of what the sum of the three angles might be. The first step then 
consists in analyzing the given shape into its simple components, and 
the second in reconstructing it out of these, supposedly resulting in an 
increase in knowledge. Here one certainly can speak of necessity, albeit 
in a very particular sense: if the triangle is to be constructed out of 
three line segments, then these necessarily have to be arranged in this 
particular manner. Now, even in the context of the Regulae, this is cor- 
rect only in a restricted sense: the decomposition of the complex thing 
takes place in the imagination, and therefore it cannot be excluded 
that there may be more than one way of analyzing and reconstructing 
it.” The arranging of the elements into a shape is itself also carried out 
only in the imagination, and is therefore similarly contingent. In the 
context of 1p16, the situation is entirely different, however, because of 


2 Cf. Berning (1997), who shows that Descartes assumed smallest line segments as 
the simplest elements in his geometry. 

23 Cf. Sepper (1996), who provides a very exact reconstruction of the role of the 
imagination in the Regulae and also examines the question of necessity. 
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the discussion about physics mentioned above: here it is the infinite 
intellect and not the imagination that grasps the sequi. This means 
that every possible construction corresponds to a thing that God has 
brought forth necessarily (according to 1p16) and that the rearrange- 
ment of the elements is necessary with respect to the thing to be recon- 
structed. In other words, each way of combining and constructing is, 
taken for itself, necessary in the divine intellect and necessary with 
respect to the result, since in each case different things are constructed. 
Because God is the only actor who comes into question here, we can 
assume that he in fact has constructed each thing that for us, in prin- 
ciple, is reconstructible in this way. Therefore it is correct to ascribe 
the necessity to divine nature—“ex necessitate divinae naturae”. We 
just should not understand this to mean that we ourselves are first of 
all in possession of a concept of God, from which we can then deduce 
everything else by analysis (making it logically necessary in this sense). 
Rather, the necessity in question is one which can only be disclosed 
retrospectively, just as the complex concept of God—or of the one 
substance—can only be reconstructed one step at a time. 

The picture we have so far fits into the general ontological frame- 
work sketched out above. If it is true that Spinoza does not, in one 
initial move, prove a concept of God and the existence of the same, 
but, quite on the contrary, starts from given things and analyzes their 
general internal structure, then that corresponds exactly to the picture 
which was just sketched, insofar as the sequi also starts from given 
things which have to be deconstructed and put together again. Up until 
1p15, Spinoza develops the general structure according to which this 
decomposition and recomposition has to proceed: each thing consists 
of a substantial component and a modal one. The modal component 
concerns the thing insofar as it relates to others, and serves to distin- 
guish it from these other things. The reconstruction of the substantial 
component begins with the two attributes (thinking and extension). 
To begin with, it is the same for all things. The task now consists in 
describing more exactly how individual things are to be reconstructed 
out of the simple elements thinking and extension—and, for this, the 
infinite modes are indispensable. 


24 On the question of whether it makes sense to use the concept of a part in this 
connection, see Schnepf (1996: 236ff.). 


THE ONE SUBSTANCE AND FINITE THINGS 47 
4. 1P21-23: WHAT ARE INFINITE MODES? 


Spinoza does not use the expression modus infinitus in the proposi- 
tions 1p21-23.” The propositions 1p21 and 1p22 simply speak about 
“all things”, “whatever” and “something” (omnia, quicquid, aliquid). 
In fact, all that is claimed is that “[a]ll the things which follow from the 
absolute nature of any of God’s attributes have always had to exist and 
be infinite” (1p21); that this is also true for all the things that, in accor- 
dance with 1p21, follow from something following from this attribute 
(1p22); and that “[e]very mode which exists necessarily and is infinite” 
follows in one of these two ways from an attribute of God (1p23). 
The proofs of these propositions are indirect, i.e. they claim to show 
that it is not possible for something to both follow necessarily from 
the absolute nature of God, and also not exist always and infinitely 
(and similarly for the other two propositions). Spinoza accordingly 
does not anywhere show that and how rest and motion, for instance, 
follow from the attribute of extension as direct infinite modes or, 
furthermore, by means of which intermediary steps the “face of the 
whole universe” might be derived. What is more, according to one 
possible reading of 1p23, this was not Spinoza’s intention at all: he 
rather wanted to demonstrate that, if it were shown about something 
that it exists necessarily and infinitely, one could then also claim that 
it necessarily follows from an attribute of God. Therefore, Spinoza 
does not claim that we can derive the infinite modes from an attribute 
without further ado (except, perhaps, in the most simple cases). He 
is saying, rather, that such infinite modes must exist, that we must 
try to identify the first ones and, that when we have, with their help, 
recognized other things as necessary we may at some time also get to 
the point of forming increasingly definite concepts of the indirect infi- 
nite modes.” The sequi mentioned 1p16 refers not to the human intel- 
lect but rather to the divine, and can therefore only be reconstructed 


5 In fact the expression does not occur at all in the Ethics in the terminological 
sense, as Gabbey (2008) has indicated. Nor is it—again, according to Gabbey—a tech- 
nical term that Spinoza could have taken over from a preceding tradition. One has to 
see it, therefore, as a term newly coined by Spinoza. 

° Perhaps we must say, even more cautiously, that 1p21 does not yet show that 
anything at all exists in this way but rather only makes the hypothetical claim that if 
something were to follow from the absolute nature of an attribute, it would have to 
exist eternally and infinitely. However, with 5p40s at the latest, it becomes clear that 
Spinoza did in fact also assume cases of infinite modes in the Ethics, too. 
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laboriously by the human intellect. This is why one should not expect 
too much of the Ethics at this point. 

Ihe reader must, however, continue to be cautious. The word 
“infinitus” has traditionally been translated into the German as 
“unendlich” (“endless”). But, as Allen Gabbey pointed out, the origins 
of the neologism “modus infinitus” might be found in the grammar 
books and some of the logic handbooks of the 16th and 17th cen- 
turies, in which the familiar “modus infinitivus” was also called the 
“modus indefinitus”.”’ It is a characteristic of this grammatical “modus 
infinitus” that person and number are undefined, so that the “modus 
infinitus” can also be understood, in a certain sense, as an undefined 
modus. If we follow this suggestion, for instance we can make good 
sense of the proof of 1p21. The idea of the proof becomes clear as soon 
as we interpret the expression “absolute nature of a divine attribute” 
in an analogous manner: something is called “absolute” insofar as it 
does not imply any relation to anything from which it could receive 
an additional determination. The idea of the proof then consists in 
showing that it is absurd to assume that something which is deter- 
mined in some respect could follow from something that is absolute 
and therefore be undetermined in this respect. This interpretation fits 
with what was said above about “sequi”. For there we showed “sequi” 
or “deduction” to be a relation between simple natures, understood as 
elements, and the complex thing to be reconstructed from them. Here, 
too, the simple nature (the attribute) is undetermined with respect to 
that which is to be reconstructed (i.e. the finite modus). Each deter- 
mination at first seems contingent. If something follows from the first 
elements or simple natures, then it will for that reason also have to be 
infinite or undetermined. Put positively: for the infinite modes, it is 
true to say that they inherit, as it were, the indeterminacy of that from 
which they follow and that they therefore cannot be determined as to 
their duration and existence. 

This interpretation does not seem all that attractive, however, because 
now it is unforeseeable how infinite modes could have a function in 
the causal construction of individual things. It is simply not clear how 
the transition from one indeterminate thing to another could be of use 
for a causal explanation of the determinate nature of individual things. 


” Cf. Gabbey (2008), who also gives a thorough account of the background to 
Spinoza’s Hebrew Grammar. 
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In order to make some progress here, we must look more closely at 
how, in the simplest case, infinite modes follow from the nature of a 
divine attribute which is, in a certain sense, undetermined. Follow- 
ing Spinoza’s indication that motion and rest are the first immediate 
infinite modes in the attribute of extension (and limiting ourselves 
for the moment to the simpler case of the attribute of extension), we 
can speculate as follows: if, in general, the task consists in explain- 
ing an individual thing in an attribute by finding a way of showing 
how it follows from simple elements, and if the point of departure 
for this reconstruction is the initially undetermined attribute of exten- 
sion, then the question is: how can an individual thing differ from 
another so as to be distinguishable from it and identifiable as a distinct 
body? One cannot just refer to the shape or the form of the thing (for 
instance, the triangle), because this itself first has to be derived from 
the initially undetermined attribute. On the other hand, it is perfectly 
plausible to claim that a ‘portion’ of what is extended can only demar- 
cate itself from its environment by being in a state of relative motion 
or rest with respect to the same, and that this is the way in which 
forms and shapes such as lines, line segments or triangles come to be. 
But if it is plausible to say that this is the only way in which things can 
be distinguished from one another in the attribute of extension, then 
we can, in accordance with 1p23, rightly consider rest and motion to 
be infinite modes which exist eternally and indefinitely, even if we 
have no insight into an intuitively necessary transition to the same 
from the indefinite attribute of extension.” For, since it is necessary to 
reconstruct the given things from which the whole procedure begins, 
and since these things can only be reconstructed with the help of rest 
and motion, the latter are themselves necessary. Rest and motion are, 
therefore, to be conceived as indefinite modifications of the attribute 
itself. Modes are infinite in the sense of being undetermined, because 
they do not relate to any particular thing, but also because they only 
stipulate that every ‘portion’ of extension is in a state of relative rest 


28 In this way, it seems to me, it becomes possible to resolve the controversial func- 
tion of this proposition, of which Spinoza makes no further use in the Ethics and 
which seems otherwise superfluous. Wolfson (1958: 379) is of the opinion that this 
proposition serves to introduce the concept of a “mode” in this context—which, at 
least, is compatible with my reading. Bartuschat (1992: 42), on the other hand, claims 
that the proposition only shows that there are no further infinite modes other than 
those provided for in 1p21 and 1p22. Macherey, Bennett, Deleuze and others disre- 
gard the question of the exact function of 1p23. 
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and motion, while the particular state of each of the individual regions 
remains undetermined. It must be a mode of the attribute: accord- 
ing to 1p15, we have only substance and mode to choose from for 
the determination of the ontological status of these determinations, 
and initially only the attribute comes into question as the ‘carrier’ of 
this modification, precisely because of its undetermined nature. The 
problem of how the relation between the infinite mode and the indi- 
vidual thing is to be determined still remains. Nevertheless, the role 
that the first immediate infinite modes could play in a theory of the 
causal explanation of finite individual things has become clearer: they 
dictate, as it were, the basal forms of determination (in the case of the 
attributes of extension, rest and motion) for causal explanations under 
an attribute. Spinoza’s other explanation of direct infinite modes in 
Ep. 64, i.e. the talk of an infinite intellect per se, would have to be 
reconstructed in a similar way. 

Ihe problems which, up to now, have been considered as following 
from this interpretation only come into view if we use the example of 
the question of indirect infinite modes. First: in what sense can the 
“face of the whole universe” mentioned in Ep. 64 be an infinite mode? 
At the very least, we will have to say that this “face” is much more 
determined than the indeterminate direct modes of rest and motion. 
Ihe same goes for the question of how to interpret Spinoza’s indica- 
tion in 5p40s, that the mutually determining eternal modes of thinking 
(including the parts of our mind) constitute an eternal and infinite 
intellect, which on the basis of 1p21, is to be interpreted as an infi- 
nite mode. For of this infinite intellect, too, we will have to say that 
it is highly determined, at least in the sense that the (infinitely many) 
essences it comprises are conceived of as different. Clearly, in order 
to escape from this difficulty, we would have to distinguish different 
respects in which something is determined, so that we could still say 
about the highly or very highly determined indirect infinite modes that 
they are undetermined in the sense of 1p21 and 1p22. 

In the subsequent group of propositions ending with 1p28, one does 
indeed find such a differentiation. As we mentioned at the start, this 
group of propositions raises the problem—among others—that an 
individual thing is, on the one hand supposed to be brought forth by 
God but, on the other hand, by an endless chain of other finite things. 
I would like to suggest that, instead of assuming a theory of the double 
causation of finite things, we ought to distinguish between different 
aspects of causal determination. If we furthermore distinguish two dif- 
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ferent ways in which individual things are determined, corresponding 
to these different aspects, we will arrive at a plausible explanation for 
why an infinite mode, which in one sense is constituted by all indi- 
vidual things (cf. 5p40), at the same time remains, in an important 
respect, undetermined. 


5. 1P24-28: THE PRODUCTION AND THE HISTORY OF 
THINGS—TWoO RESPECTS OF CAUSAL DETERMINATION? 


The causal explanation of finite things only becomes thematic with 
1p24. If we take a closer look at the relevant group of propositions, 
however, it quickly becomes clear that this is an over simplification. If 
we consider the propositions 1p25-27 on the one hand and 1p28 on 
the other, we see that the precise topic under discussion changes sev- 
eral times. 1p25 is about God as the cause of the essence and the exis- 
tence of things; 1p26 is about God as the being that determines things 
to act in a certain way; and 1p28 is about other individual things as 
causes for the particular actions and the particular existence of an 
individual thing.” Spinoza evidently differentiates between different 
aspects of what is in need of explanation in an individual thing. He 
believes he can distinguish between something like the mere essence 
and the mere existence of a thing and its action in general and its 
determinate existence and determinate actions in particular. However, 
neither the difference between the existence mentioned in 1p25 and 
the determinate existence mentioned in 1p28, nor that between action 
in the sense of 1p26 and that of 1p28 are very clear—not to men- 
tion the concept of the essence of a thing that is not a substance but 
rather a mode. I surmise that these differentiations quite accurately 
reflect the different respects in which something can be determined or 
not, those which are required in order to solve the problems raised by 
the concept of indirect infinite modes, particularly when it is a matter 


® According to Bartuschat (1992: 43ff. and 1996: 80), finite modes are not brought 
forth directly by God in any respect. He interprets the essence mentioned in 1p25 as 
the effectiveness of a thing (potentia), so that God’s power is expressed in the singular 
thing. For this interpretation of “essence” (essentia) it is neither necessary nor possible 
to conceive of the essence of singular things as the endpoint of a causal construction in 
an attribute. The interpretation of the indirect infinite mode (“facies totius universi”) 
as a mere structure is a consequence of this. 
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of distinguishing the very highly determined infinite modes from the 
totality of individual things that actually exist. 

Let us take a new look at the example of the triangle: its concept is 
formed by means of an explanation of how it is composed of simple 
elements (the line segments). In connection with 1p16, we can say 
that the divine understanding can, in a certain way, do this for all 
things insofar as they follow from the attributes as described. For every 
individual thing there must be such a reconstruction, which initially 
proceeds without any regard for other things. This remains valid even 
if, for all things, rest and motion are the first infinite modes and forms 
and figures must be defined in terms of states of rest and motion rela- 
tive to their environment. For the states of rest and motion in question 
here are not relative to other things, but relative to the otherwise unde- 
termined attribute. This reconstruction regards the thing per se, as it 
were, and correspondingly one can speak of its essence. As long as one 
disregards relations to other things and only focuses on the attribute, 
God is the only possible actor carrying out the causal construction, so 
that God rightly is to be viewed as the cause of the essence of individual 
things.” Insofar as this reconstruction from the attribute is necessary, 
one can perhaps also say that the thing exists in exactly this sense, and 
that God is at the same time the cause of its existence (1p25). 

This interpretation also tells us something about how the recon- 
structed thing, here seen in isolation, relates to a world of individual 
things. If, for instance, someone takes up his set square in order to 
jokingly jab me in the arm, then this is possible because of the angles 
that characterize a triangle. If, however, he tries to make coffee with 
the set square, he will not succeed, because its properties quite simply 
do not permit it to do such a thing. Because of the properties that are 
already ascribed to it on the basis of 1p25, it has certain ways (and 
not others) of acting in a situation or having an effect, for instance 
a certain hardness. Since these properties of the triangular set square 
can be explained without recourse to other things or to the exact sit- 
uation, and can be understood on the basis of its essence, one will 
consequently have to say that God, who is the cause of its essence, is 
also the cause of its aptitude for certain actions or effects (1p26). The 


%2 Not God insofar as he has already been modified (as in 1p28), but rather the 
unmodified God—1p25-27 does not refer to God as having been modified into finite 
things. 
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matter is entirely different, however, if I am supposed to explain why 
the triangle has jabbed me. Any explanation of this particular action as 
sketched above will have to make reference to someone who (for what- 
ever reasons) used the triangle as an instrument. The concrete actions 
or activities (and reactions) cannot simply be explained on the basis of 
the nature of the thing insofar as it is reconstructed in relation to the 
undetermined nature of the attribute; other things and their respective 
constellations have to be taken into account as well. The same goes for 
the determined existence of the set square. The fact that this set square 
is now broken as a result of my friend’s attempt can only be explained 
with reference to my friend (1p28). 

This also gives us the information we need in order to distinguish 
the final indirect infinite modes from the totality of all presently exist- 
ing things. For if one tries to reconstruct how the set square can be 
successively reconstructed from the absolute (ie. in a certain sense 
undetermined) attribute of extension, and if one additionally assumes 
that rest and motion, as the first infinite modes, constitute the funda- 
mental principles of reconstruction, as it were, then it is clear that the 
reconstruction of the set square cannot be without consequence for 
the adjacent extended areas. This must be so because motion and rest 
have to be understood as relative motion and rest. Now, if infinitely 
many things are supposed to follow from God’s nature (1p16), then 
everything that follows under the attribute of extension must also be 
constructed within this one unlimited extension. This means that if 
all individual things that fall under the attribute of extension are con- 
structed in this way, this attribute takes on a certain configuration, 
as it were, which is just as eternal as the attribute, the infinite modes 
and their logical connection. This configuration is therefore itself to be 
regarded as an infinite mode. It contains all the essences of individual 
things insofar as they follow from the attribute (and determine each 
other mutually in the sense that the construction of a thing has conse- 
quences for its surroundings). In this sense, one can refer to this most 
highly determined infinite mode as the “face of the whole universe”. 
This, in some respects highly determined infinite mode, remains 
undetermined in all of the respects in which the actual behaviour and 
suffering as well as the duration of the finite existence of other indi- 
vidual things are determined. For the latter cannot be derived from 
the absolute attribute in the way in which the infinite modes follow 
from the same. But this indeterminacy is also absolutely sufficient for 
securing its eternity and necessity. For, precisely with regard to the 
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‘if’, ‘when’ and ‘where’ of concrete events, the indirect infinite mode 
is fundamentally undetermined. One could say that the possibility and 
the necessity of a kind of history of individual things, with a beginning 
and an end, have their grounds precisely in this indeterminacy. 

We therefore have to distinguish not only between two meanings of 
indeterminacy (one, according to which all infinite modes are undeter- 
mined and one, according to which the ultimate indirect infinite mode 
in the sequi-chain is, finally, fully determined). In order for this to be 
possible, we also have to distinguish between two different ways in 
which individual things mutually determine one another, first the way 
which is characteristic of the “face of the entire universe”, and then the 
way in which, according to 1p28, presently existing individual things 
mutually determine each other to act and exist in a certain way. Only 
then will we be able to make sense of the fact that Spinoza assures 
us, in 1p21 to 23, that infinite modes follow from the absolute nature 
of a divine attribute and at the same time insists, in the revealing yet 
puzzling passage 5p40s, that the eternal modes of thinking (including 
the eternal part of our mind, which, of course, is an individual thing) 
mutually determine each other and thus constitute God’s eternal and 
infinite intellect (which, it seems, is an infinite mode, according to 
Ep. 64).*! The way in which the essences of singular things mutually 
determine each other in the ultimate indirect infinite mode has to be 
different from the mutual determination mentioned in 1p28, simply 
because otherwise the latter, too, would be eternal and necessary, with 
the result that there would be no beginning and no end to the exis- 
tence and the essence of an individual thing (which is a mode), and it 
would be indistinguishable from its changing states. 


6. FURTHER PROSPECTS: THE NEXT DIFFICULTIES 


All in all, we have acquired a somewhat more distinct picture of the infi- 
nite modes and the relation between the one substance and the many 
things. Infinite modes follow from their respective attributes—but not 


*! Precisely because of the highly complex structure of this eternal and infinite 
intellect, it seems necessary to me to assume that it is an indirect infinite mode. This 
has the consequence that one must make a distinction between this infinite intellect 
and the infinite intellect per se, to which Ep. 64 refers—for the latter is, according to 
Ep. 64, a direct infinite mode. Cf. on this problem Gueroult (1968: 318ff.). 
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in the sense that we possess a concept of the attribute which allows us 
to see this necessity. Rather, we must reconstruct this connection, start- 
ing from finite things. The latter play a role in the causal explanation 
of things without, however, being causes themselves: they prescribe 
the structure of causal explanations.” Infinite modes form a kind of 
sequi-chain leading up to an endpoint of highest determination—but 
not in the sense that the determinate existence and the individual 
action and suffering of the finite modes are deducible. Rather, it is the 
eternal essences of finite things that are contained in these ultimate 
endpoints.* Infinite modes are modifications or states of the attributes 
in the sense that they are overlapping modifications of the same—but 
they do not yet imply time. The endpoints of the sequi-chains do not 
coincide. This means that there are several mediate infinite modes. 
The expression “facies totius universi” refers to one example of such 
ultimate modes, but not the only one.* The system of infinite modes 
mentioned in the propositions 1p21ff. prescribes a structure for the 
formation of concepts of individual things under the different attri- 
butes, to be completed step by step. But an actual deduction of the 
individual things from God is not possible for us in this way. We do 
know that God is the cause of their essence and their existence (1p25). 
But a deduction of the concrete history of individual things, i.e. their 
concrete existence in space and time and the particular actions (or 
experiences) that occur in particular contexts at a certain place and at 
a certain time (1p28), is, by principle, excluded. 

So, as was not to be expected otherwise, the preceding consider- 
ations are but preparatory steps for the further efforts and delibera- 
tions Spinoza requires of his readers. We need only take a step back 
in order for a whole plenitude of additional questions to impose them- 
selves. We can ask how it is that rest and motion, which both imply 
time, can be eternal and infinite modes? We can ask how the eternal 
face of the universe, which somehow contains the essence of singular 
things, relates to the present world characterized by constant change, 
and yet remains unclear. And, last but not least, the question posed 


32 Cf. Yovel (1991), who also assumes such a chain, but conceives of it as a series 
of progressively more specific natural laws. 

In opposition to this, cf. Gueroult (1968: 318ff.), who is of the opinion that 
the direct infinite modes already include essences, while the indirect modes include 
existence. 

34 In opposition to this, cf. Bartuschat (1996: 75) and Amann (2000: 78ff.), who 
assume only one indirect infinite mode (the “facies totius universi”). 
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by Tschirnhaus threatens to impose itself anew, in spite of the inter- 
pretation presented here. For it has still not been explained how the 
history described in 1p28 is triggered, as it were. It seems, in fact, that 
all that has been gained from the preceding considerations is that it 
has become possible to meaningfully relate further questions to other 
text passages and teachings of Spinoza. Anyone asking himself how to 
interpret the concept of essence, for instance, can be quickly referred 
to 2p8, but also to the beginning of the third part of the Ethics, in par- 
ticular to 3p7, where Spinoza speaks of essentia actualis in contrast to 
essentia formalis. On the other hand, someone trying to make sense of 
the different concepts of existence will have to proceed using a careful 
interpretation of 2p8s and 5p29s. One of the greatest challenges in this 
connection is presented by the fact that Spinoza accords ontological 
priority to the concept of existence which is oriented to the derivation 
of a thing from the attribute, over and above existence in time and 
space. So, finally, anyone desiring to come to a clearer understanding 
of the forms of explanation assumed by the different aspects in which 
an individual thing is caused, and of how far we humans can, in Spi- 
noza’s view, advance on this path, will have to embark on a critical 
reading of his theory of the three forms of knowledge. But precisely 
with respect to this question, we can acknowledge one final achievemet 
from our preceding efforts at interpretation: Spinoza’s ontology can 
virtually be read as a system of rules and instructions for how, begin- 
ning with what is given, we can clarify and correct unclear or skewed 
ideas and convictions about ourselves and the world by fitting them 
into the sketched-out system of causal explanations. 


THE PROBLEM OF NECESSITARIANISM (1P28-36) 


Dominik Perler 


1. Is CONTINGENCY AN ILLUSION? 


In daily life, we consider it self-evident that many things could be quite 
different from the way they presently happen to be. We see a tree in 
the springtime and observe that it is in bloom, but we immediately 
concede that it could also not have been in bloom. A late snowfall 
could have prevented blossoms from forming, or the tree could have 
been struck by lightning. There are other things, however, which we 
take to be such that they cannot be different from the way they are. 
For instance, we say that a triangle at any time and at any place has to 
have three inside angles, the sum of which is equal to two right angles, 
irrespective of the course the world might have taken. 

In philosophical debates, one usually accounts for this intuitive dif- 
ference by making a distinction between contingent and necessary 
states of affairs (on the linguistic level: between contingently true and 
necessarily true statements). “The tree is blooming’ is a contingently 
true statement; we can very well imagine a possible world in which 
it is not true. “A triangle has three inside angles, the sum of which 
corresponds to two right angles’, by contrast, is a necessarily true state- 
ment; it is (at least within the limits of Euclidean geometry) true in 
every possible world. Spinoza, however, seems to deny precisely this 
distinction. He provocatively states: 


In nature there is nothing contingent, but all things have been deter- 
mined from the necessity of the divine nature to exist and produce an 
effect in a certain way. (1p29) 

Things could have been produced by God in no other way, and in no 
other order than they have been produced. (1p33) 


Spinoza concedes that in everyday life we do occasionally speak of 
contingent things or states of affairs. But then we are, in his view, just 
expressing the fact that we do not know the essence of these things, or 
that we do not know their causes. Talk about contingency is nothing 
but the admission of a deficiency in our knowledge (1p33s1). This 
means that contingency, strictly speaking, is just an epistemic and not 
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a metaphysical category. In the world, which has a certain structure 
independent of our deficient cognition, there are only necessary things 
and states of affairs. 

This necessitarian position aroused bewilderment among Spinoza’s 
contemporaries as it has among modern commentators. In a letter to 
Spinoza, H. Oldenburg describes the disconcerted reaction of the first 
readers of the Ethics: 


I will tell you what it is that readers actually found objectionable. You 
seem to hold fast to the idea of a fateful necessity for all things and all 
actions; but one feels that the very nerve of all laws, all virtue and all reli- 
gion would be severed, and all rewards and punishments without object, 
as soon as that were conceded and assumed. 


Clearly, the first readers feared exactly what the defenders of free will 
and moral responsibility still fear today: if everything in the world is 
necessary, we cannot choose freely among options for action. We have 
to perform certain actions, whether we want to or not. But that also 
means that we cannot be held responsible for our actions—everything 
happens in any case as it must. 

Necessitarianism is not only problematic because of its moral con- 
sequences. Even in the context of purely ontological considerations, 
it seems highly implausible because it erases the distinction between 
different types of things and states of affairs. J. Bennett therefore 
observes tersely: 


The strongest pressure on Spinoza to allow that at least some propo- 
sitions are contingent comes simply from its being hard to do good 
philosophy while staying faithful to the thesis that this is the only pos- 
sible world.? 


No matter what kind of ontological framework one chooses, it seems 
almost inevitable to distinguish between necessity and contingency in 
the world itself and not just in our epistemic approach to the world, if 
one intends to do good philosophy. 

Necessitarianism does not only look bizarre from a modern point 
of view. In view of Spinoza’s own statements, it seems untenable or 


1 Ep. 74, 16. December 1675 (G 4: 278). 

2 Bennett (1984: 114), see also Bennett (2001: 176). Mason (1986: 314) observes 
that, although the claim of an all-encompassing necessity may be comprehensible, “we 
hardly feel inclined to give it serious consideration”. 
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utterly inconsistent. At the beginning of the second part of the Ethics 
he states: 


...from the order of nature it can happen equally that this or that man 
does exist, or that he does not exist. (2al) 


If it can happen equally that Peter does exist or does not exist, then 
‘Peter exists’ is not a necessarily true statement. Spinoza explicitly 
states that existence does not belong to the essence of a person. If 
with the existence of substance a human being was also given, then 
“man would exist necessarily, which (by Al [Axiom 1 of this part]) 
is absurd” (2p10dem). Spinoza seems to concede that the existence of 
this or that human being is contingent, and that statements concerning 
existence referring not to substance as a whole, but to things within 
this substance, are contingently true or false. 

Is there, then, contingency in the world, in spite of the all-encompassing 
necessity? Or is contingency just a kind of perspectival illusion? These 
are the questions I would like to pursue in the following. As a first step, 
I will take a closer look at Spinoza’s argument for necessitarianism, 
taking into consideration his reaction to Descartes’ position. Second, 
I will examine whether and how necessitarianism does allow for a 
distinction between different kinds of states of affairs. Finally, in a 
third step, I will explore possible consequences for a theory of action 
and discuss whether Spinoza does indeed consider talk of freedom and 
responsibility to be obsolete. 


2. FouR ARGUMENTS FOR NECESSITARIANISM 


If we wish to understand why Spinoza defends a necessitarian posi- 
tion, it is best to begin with a statement which he made in a note, 
seemingly as an aside: 


By God’s power ordinary people understand God’s free will and his right 
over all things which are, things which on that account are commonly 
considered to be contingent. For they say that God has the power of 
destroying all things and reducing them to nothing. Further, they very 
often compare God’s power with the power of Kings. (2p3s) 


Spinoza is alluding here to a conception of God encountered not 
only among ordinary folk, but also in the views of several medieval 
theologians who insist upon God’s unrestricted omnipotence, and in 
the thinking of Descartes. The assumption is that God is a sovereign 
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ruler, who has enacted laws and who rules the world according to 
these laws. He could, however, alter these laws at any time because 
nothing restricts his power, not even the laws he has enacted himself. 
In order to clarify this point, a number of medieval theologians made a 
distinction between “ordained power” (potentia ordinate), which God 
exerts when he keeps to the laws he himself has enacted, and “absolute 
power” (potentia absoluta), which he exerts when he disregards these 
laws.’ This means, for instance, that God normally respects the laws 
of nature according to which heavy bodies fall downward if they are 
unimpeded. But if God so desired, he could, at this same moment, 
cause heavy bodies to fly upward—nothing prevents him from changing 
a law he himself has enacted or from acting against a law. The only 
law to which God is bound is the law of non-contradiction, i.e. HE 
cannot cause heavy bodies to fall down and, at the same time, not to 
fall down. 

Descartes invokes this distinction when he explicitly compares God 
to a king who has the sovereign right to disregard his own laws. In a 
letter to Mersenne, he stages a dialogue with a fictional interlocutor, in 
order to explain this sovereignty but also to distance himself from the 
idea of a God who acts completely arbitrarily and according to mood: 


It will be said that if God had enacted these truths, he could change them 
as a king changes his laws. To this the answer is: Yes he can, if his will 
can change.—‘But I understand them to be eternal and unchangeable 
truths. —‘But his will is free.’ —Y es, but his power is incomprehensible, and 
in general we can assert that God can do everything that we can compre- 
hend but not that he cannot do what we cannot comprehend. It would 
be rash to think that our imagination reaches as far as his power.* 


The fictional opponent points out that the assumption of a king-like 
God leads to the consequence that this capricious ruler would con- 
stantly be changing his mind and repealing the laws he had enacted. 
There would no longer be any eternal and unchangeable laws stipulat- 
ing that a statement such as ‘heavy bodies fall downward’ is true once 
and for all. Which statements were true at any given time would be 


> On this distinction see Randi (1987) and Courtenay (1990); and on its’ reception 
in the 17th century, see Alanen/Knuuttila (1998). 

* Letter dated 15.4.1630 Descartes (AT, I: 145-156). See also the letters dated 
6.5.1630 Descartes (AT, I: 149-150), 2.5.1644 Descartes (AT, IV: 118-119) and 
29.7.1648 Descartes (AT, V: 223-224). For a detailed analysis of these passages see 
Perler (2001). 
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dependent on a momentary decision of God. Descartes answers that 
this would indeed follow if God were to constantly change his mind. 
But we cannot assume that he actually does change his mind over 
and over again like a capricious ruler. With regard to his unlimited 
and unfathomable power, we can only observe that he could change 
his mind. Nothing requires God to perpetuate the laws once he has 
enacted them, even if he does in fact do so. Just because we observe 
that the laws always stay in force (empirical studies show that heavy 
bodies do in fact fall downward if they are unimpeded), we are a long 
way from being able to claim that they must always stay in force. For 
what we have observed or what we can imagine on the basis of our 
experience is not commensurate with what God can do. This does not 
mean that God does in fact change the laws. All that matters is that 
he could if he so desired. Therefore, even states of affairs that seem 
absolutely necessary are only hypothetically necessary. If God does not 
choose to intervene at a given moment, then a state of affairs can be 
considered necessary with respect to the laws in force. 

Spinoza is familiar with this view, as his comparison, quoted above, 
of the power of God with the “power of Kings” clearly shows. He even 
repeatedly mentions the idea that God could intervene in nature on 
the basis of his unlimited power (1p17s, 1p33s2, lapp), and in the 
Cogitata metaphysica he explicitly refers to the distinction between 
ordained and absolute power.” These passages show that Spinoza is 
well aware of the existence of an alternative to necessitarianism. If 
divine intervention were possible at any time, then things and states 
of affairs would not be necessary. Events in the world could have 
taken quite a different course, developed quite differently, if God had 
so desired. Even at this moment things could be different from the 
way they are. 

But Spinoza does not share this widespread view. Why not? One 
can reconstruct at least four reasons. A first reason—one could call it 
the ‘anti-voluntaristic reason’—has to do with the theory of the will on 
which the Cartesian position is based. Descartes (and before him Duns 
Scotus and many medieval authors) assumed that God is a personal 
being who possesses two fundamental faculties: the intellect and the 
will. The two work in co-operation to bring about states of affairs in 
the world, but the will is, in principle, an autonomous faculty capable 


5 See Cogitata metaphysica I, 9 (G 1: 267). 
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of opting for states of affairs that diverge from those that were chosen 
in previous decisions. 

Spinoza objects that it makes no sense to determine the will as 
something that slumbers deep within God, as it were, and performs 
individual deeds, opting for this or that state of affairs. There is no 
such thing as a will in the sense of a particular ruling principle or 
distinct faculty. Rather: “The will, like the intellect, is only a certain 
mode of thinking.” (1p32dem) Since such a mode is always a concrete 
occurrence within the one substance,° there is, strictly speaking, no 
will as such but only an act of willing, or a set of such acts. Such a set is 
a causal chain of individual acts; each one is directly connected to the 
preceding one. Therefore, Spinoza insists that it is absurd to speak of a 
free will that effectuates something spontaneously and autonomously. 
The will is not a free principle but rather “a necessary or compelled 
one” (1p32dem), i.e. a succession of acts, each one of which is “com- 
pelled” to follow upon the preceding one. It would be equally absurd to 
understand the will as a mysterious force that worked upon the world 
from the outside and brought forth states of affairs in it. Since God 
does not work upon the world from the outside but rather is the world 
or nature itself (see 4praef), the divine will, too, is not something that 
is external to the world. The will is the world, or more precisely: it is a 
chain of modes of thinking in this world. And any activity of the will 
takes place only within the world. Like every divine activity, volitional 
activity must be immanent to the world (see 1p18). 

Behind this rejection of the will of God as a particular principle that 
is distinct from the world lies a fundamental critique of a personal 
understanding of God. Anyone who compares God to an absolute 
ruler who enacts laws for his kingdom and can also repeal these again 
is, according to Spinoza, proceeding on the misleading assumption 
that there is God and the world, just as there is a king and a kingdom. 
The truth of the matter is that there is only the world, and any talk 
about a divine will simply refers to a certain aspect of this world. 

But how is this aspect to be understood? The talk of a necessary chain 
of modes of thinking seems odd from the present day perspective. 
A modern comparison can perhaps help clarify the matter. Imagine 


é Like all modes of the attribute of thinking, a volitional mode is also an idea (cf. 2a3), 
and an idea is not simply a logical entity but rather a concrete psychological event. 
Della Rocca (1996b: 8) aptly characterizes ideas as “particular psychological items”. 
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you are checking your e-mails today, as you do every day. You switch 
on your computer and log into your e-mail programme. Your com- 
puter says ‘You have 22 new messages’. Somewhat angrily you mumble 
‘This thing is trying to waste my time again’. Have you ascribed a will 
to your computer? Have you perhaps assumed that there is a devi- 
ous being somewhere (maybe in the IT centre of the University) try- 
ing once again to prevent you from pursuing interesting activities? Of 
course not. There is no will, in the sense of a particular entity, at work 
here, but rather a particular mechanism. When data is transferred to 
your e-mail address and called up by you, the computer automati- 
cally shows how many messages you have received. This is a necessary 
chain. Data saved under your address has to be retrievable by you, 
and your computer has to indicate the number of messages you have 
received. Nothing is decided instantaneously here or as a matter of 
choice. Similarly, in the case of the divine will, there is no God that 
decides instantaneously to effectuate this or that state of affairs. There 
is just a causal mechanism in the world, which regulates which states 
of affairs follow upon which other ones. And, according to Spinoza’s 
famous theory of parallelism, the succession of physical states of affairs 
(i.e. of modes of extension) always corresponds to a succession of 
mental states of affairs (i.e. of modes of thinking) (see 2p7).’ Therefore, 
for instance, the succession ‘the stone falls > the stone hits the ground’ 
corresponds to the succession ‘idea of a falling stone > idea of the 
stone hitting the ground’. There is no mysterious principle at work 
here, willing that the falling be followed by the hitting of the ground. 

The conclusion to be drawn from this for the problem of neces- 
sitarianism is the following: if there is no particular principle willing 
that this or that event occurs, then neither is there anything that could 
suddenly resolve that a deviation from the causal chain of events 
should occur or that it should be done away with altogether. If one 
continues to speak of a divine will, one is simply referring to the chain 
of modes of thinking corresponding to the chain of modes of exten- 
sion. And in this chain there are, metaphorically speaking, no gaps 
and no jumps. One link necessarily follows the other. Spinoza stresses 
that from God 


7” Whether this correspondence is just a matter of two chains running parallel or 
rather implies the identity of the same is a question we will not discuss here. See on 
this question Della Rocca (1996b: 118-140). 
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infinitely many things in infinitely many modes, i.e., all things, have nec- 
essarily flowed, or always follow, by the same necessity and in the same 
way as from the nature of a triangle it follows, from eternity and to 
eternity, that its three angles are equal to two right angles. (1p17s) 


The crucial point is that everything has happened necessarily—there 
neither is nor will be any exception.’ For just as there cannot suddenly 
be a triangle in which the sum of the angles exceeds 180 degrees, so a 
mode of thinking cannot suddenly appear from nowhere or without 
any ordered connection to other modes. The order of the modes of 
thinking is all-pervasive and without gaps. 

For a second reason, too, Spinoza rejects the idea of a king-like God 
who intervenes at this or that moment to bring about particular states 
of affairs. We could call it the ‘eternity of the world reason’. Spinoza 
introduces it as follows: 


But since, in eternity, there is neither when, nor before, nor after, it fol- 
lows, from God’s perfection alone, that he can never decree anything 
different, and never could have, or that God was not before his decrees, 
and cannot be without them. (1p33s2) 


Spinoza is taking up a line of thought here that was widespread in 
the theological tradition. God is an eternal being whose existence is 
without a beginning or an end. Nor does he, strictly speaking, involve 
a temporal succession of individual states. God stands outside of the 
category of time; everything is omnipresent to him.’ We, by contrast, 
speak of time and of a succession of points in time because we are only 
capable of knowing a small excerpt of nature and are always bound to 
a certain point of view; things are not omnipresent to us. Emphasis- 
ing this contrast, Spinoza stresses that we can speak of actual things 
in two ways: 


either insofar as we conceive them to exist in relation to a certain time 
and place, or insofar as we conceive them to be contained in God and to 
follow from the necessity of divine nature. But the things we conceive in 
this second way as true, or real, we conceive under a species of eternity, ... 
(5p29s) 


* There can be no exception to this for the simple reason that it would violate 
Spinoza’s ‘explanatory rationalism’ (see Bennett (1984: 29-32) and Bennett (2001: 
170)). Everything that exists must be explainable from its causes. Events occurring 
suddenly without a cause would be inexplicable. 

° Thomas Aquinas offers a classic formulation of this conception in Summa theo- 
logiae I, q. 10, art. 2. 
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If, for instance, I describe a stone that falls to the ground, I can do 
this from a temporal point of view, by saying at which point in time 
this event has occurred. But I can also do it from the point of view of 
eternity, by referring to something like a web of all events and states of 
affairs, and by pointing to the location of this one event in the whole 
web. If I choose the second point of view, I am not referring to a dat- 
able point in time. I am rather pointing to the structure of the whole 
web and to the exact location of the one event in this web. Naturally, 
this is never completely possible for us humans, because we can never 
grasp the whole web at once. We are always limited to the particular 
part we see passing by, as it were. Only the temporal perspective is 
fully available to us, and therefore we believe that any given event 
can be followed by this or that other event. But this is a perspectival 
illusion, a result of our limited temporal perspective. If we were able 
to grasp the entire web, we would see the place occupied by that one 
event—a place that, from the perspective of a being to which all things 
are omnipresent, has always been determined and does not change. 
This argument, too, excludes the possibility of God intervening and 
suddenly bringing forth an event or a state of affairs not linked to 
the others. God is, after all, nothing else but the world, or the web of 
all states of affairs, and the place of each individual state of affairs is 
fixed within this web. To be precise, one needs to talk about two webs 
if one considers the above-mentioned parallelism between modes of 
extension and modes of thinking: a web of physical states of affairs and 
their causal connections, and a corresponding web of mental states 
of affairs and their inferential connections.'' Thus, the fact that the 
stone falling is followed by the stone hitting the ground simply means 
that two knots of the web are immediately adjacent to one another, 
and that, parallel to this, the idea of the stone falling is followed by 
the idea of its hitting the ground. The crucial point is that both the 


10 According to Curley/Walski (1999: 250), this second way of looking at things 
only concerns non-existent objects. However, one does not need to understand it in 
this restricted way. What matters is a certain way of looking at all objects: not with 
respect to a particular point in time, but with respect to their relation to other things. 
The second case, as in the first, one is looking at existing things. (As an illustration: 
I can see George W. Bush either as the American President, who was inaugurated in 
January 2001, or as the President who followed upon Bill Clinton, who followed upon 
George Bush Sr., etc.) 

1! Spinoza speaks of a causal connection in the second case, too, of course, but 
following Brandom (2002: 37), I assume that in the mental domain he is referring to 
an inferential relation. 
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physical and the mental orders cannot be other than they always have 
been and always will be, even if we, from our temporal point of view, 
can imagine the occurrence of deviations. Both orders are, as it were, 
inscribed in the “divine web’. 

A third reason for excluding the possibility of a sudden deviation 
from the necessary order could be called the ‘anti-teleological reason’. 
As is well-known, the rejection of Aristotelian final causes runs like 
a thread throughout Spinoza’s metaphysics and natural philosophy.” 
The assumption of an internal or external goal to which a thing is 
oriented or toward which it has been directed from the outside appears 
incomprehensible to him (lapp and 4praef). Every causal relation 
between things is, according to Spinoza, to be understood as a relation 
of efficient causes. This has consequences for the question of whether 
there is a will. Whoever claims that God has a will, by means of which 
he intends to bring about this or that thing, is assuming that God aims 
for a certain goal and carries out actions in view of this goal. This 
amounts to claiming that there is 


something outside God, which does not depend on God, to which God 
attends, as a model, in what he does, and at which he aims, as at a certain 
goal. (1p33s2) 


Spinoza goes so far as to claim that this is “simply to subject God to 
fate” (ibid). Here, of course, he is polemically overstating his case. Not 
every goal need be set and imposed from the outside—by blind fate. 
One can also imagine a self-imposed goal in view of which actions are 
carried out. But Spinoza considers any talk of goals to be suspect. In 
his view, one should not ask to what end a deed is done or a state of 
affairs arises. He considers it much more important to ask why some- 
thing follows something else: one should trace a state of affairs back 
to its cause and determine the reasons why it arose. Given that the 
question why something happens can always be answered by referring 
to the eternally fixed order of physical states of affairs, it makes no 
sense to speak of a state of affairs brought forth by a king-like God. 


2 For a detailed account, see Bennett (1984: 213-230), and Mason (1997: 117-131); 
on the historical background see Carriero (1991: 55-60). Even if one discerns a certain 
teleology in the striving for self-preservation, as Garrett (1999) argues on good grounds, 
this simply means that the general goal of self-preservation exists, and not that a quite 
specific goal is set for each object in a teleological process. 
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God does not will the stone to fall in order for it to hit the ground. It is 
simply set down in the order of physical states of affairs that the stone 
hits the ground because previously it fell. And if principally there is no 
goal for the stone, then no new goal can be set for it by God. 

The reason that perhaps speaks most strongly against the assump- 
tion of a God who intervenes in the world is the fourth and last, which 
might be called the ‘monism reason’. For Spinoza, there can be only 
one God or substance, because aside from the one substance, which 
comprises infinitely many attributes, no substance can be conceived 
(cf. 1p14). But if the one substance is nothing other than the complete 
order of all things or states of affairs, there can be no other order. 
Spinoza unmistakably states: 


... because if things had been produced by God in another way, we would 
have to attribute to God another nature, different from that which we 
have been compelled to attribute to him from the consideration of the 
most perfect Being. (1p33s2) 


If we were to assume, for instance, that falling stones could also fly 
upward, we would be ascribing a different essence to God, an essence 
into which the physical order ‘stone falling > stone flying up to heaven’ 
is inscribed. Ascribing a different essence to God would mean ascrib- 
ing another attribute to him because an attribute is precisely that 
which constitutes God’s essence (1a4). But God cannot have any other 
attributes, since he always already comprises all attributes. So, if we 
were to assume that God had other attributes, we would be violating 
the principle that constitutes the very basis of Spinoza’s metaphysics, 
namely that God has infinitely many attributes, in addition to which 
none can be imagined. 

One could, however, raise an objection to this argument. If we sup- 
pose that there could be a different physical or mental order, we are far 
from being obliged to ascribe different attributes to God. We assume, 
as before, that he has infinitely many, two of which—extension and 
thought—are knowable by us. We only suppose that he could realize 
these two attributes differently, thereby bringing forth different modes 
of extension and of thinking, just as a person might realize his faculty 
of thought differently according to the situation and thereby bring 
about different acts of thinking. By doing so, God would be changing 
the physical or mental order of things. Yet there would be no addi- 
tional attributes; only the order of things falling under the attributes 
of extension and thinking would be different. 
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This objection proves to be untenable. It presupposes that there 
is something like an unrealized attribute, which can be realised dif- 
ferently according to the individual situation. But, as the argument 
about the eternity of the world has shown, there is nothing that is not 
realised. In God’s omnipresence, everything has always already been 
there. It is absurd to suppose that God first had the faculty of thought 
and then decided how he would like to make use of it and realise it 
in the form of modes of thinking. The modes of thinking are always 
already present and woven together to form a web, even if we cannot 
grasp this web and can only accede to a small part of it. Spinoza there- 
fore writes: 


So in order for things to be able to be different, God’s will would nec- 
essarily also have to be different. But God’s will cannot be different... 
(1p33s2). 


It cannot be different because it is nothing else but the chain of modes 
of thinking. There is no will ‘behind’ these modes—no will in the form 
of a simple faculty that could be realised in different ways. 


3. ESSENTIAL AND CAUSAL NECESSITY 


I hope it has become clear from the preceding that necessitarianism 
is deeply embodied in Spinoza’s metaphysics. Abandoning or soften- 
ing the claim that there is nothing contingent in nature would mean 
giving up elements as central to Spinoza’s thought as the apersonal 
conception of God, the opposition to teleology and monism. Yet this 
claim seems to blatantly contradict the distinction mentioned at the 
beginning of this paper, namely the distinction between different 
kinds of states of affairs and, consequently, between different kinds 
of statements. Is it not obvious that the statement “The tree is bloom- 
ing’ differs fundamentally from the statement “The sum of the inside 
angles of a triangle corresponds to two right angles’? Does not every 
satisfactory philosophical theory have to account for this difference? 
The sweeping claim that both statements refer to necessary states of 
affairs does not seem very informative in this regard. 


13 As Garrett (1991: 207), shows in detail, Spinoza is committed to the thesis: “Every- 
thing that is possible, is actual”. There are no unrealized possibilities. 
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Spinoza’s approach would indeed be unsatisfactory if he treated 
necessity in a completely undifferentiated manner. His account of 
necessity does, however, include a differentiation which provides an 
explanation for the distinction made in everyday life. He stresses the 
following point: 


A thing is called necessary either by reason of its essence or by reason 
of its cause. For a thing’s existence follows necessarily either from its 
essence and definition or from a given efficient cause. And a thing is also 
called impossible from these same causes—viz. either because its essence, 
or definition, involves a contradiction, or because there is no external 
cause which has been determined to produce such a thing. (1p33s1) 


In light of this statement, we can distinguish two kinds of necessity: 


(1) Essential necessity. A thing cannot exist differently from the way it 
actually does by virtue of its definition. 

(2) Causal necessity. A thing cannot exist differently from the way it 
actually does by virtue of the causes that have produced it. 


Correspondingly, there are two kinds of impossibility. If the defini- 
tion of a thing involves a contradiction (take, for example, the defini- 
tion of a four-cornered circle), we have an essential impossibility. If, 
on the other hand, there is no cause that would produce a thing (for 
instance, if there is no cause for a volcanic eruption in Berlin, quite 
simply because there are no volcanoes in Berlin), we have a case of 
causal impossibility. E. Curley has rightly pointed out that the two 
kinds of necessity and impossibility involve a distinction between what 
is absolute and what is relative.'* Essential necessity is absolute, i.e. it 
exists independently of the relation of one thing to another. Thus, the 
definition of a triangle states that it can only exist as a body with three 
inside angles, irrespective of the existence of other geometrical bodies. 
Causal necessity, on the other hand, exists by virtue of the relation 
of a thing to other things. One rolling billiard ball puts another ball 
into motion because something caused the first ball to begin rolling, 
thereby determining that it could only exist in the manner of moving 
and colliding with other things. 

With the help of this distinction, we can now explain the differ- 
ence between “The tree is blooming’ and “The inside angles of a triangle 


14 Curley (1969: 89-91). 
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correspond to the sum of two right angles’. The first statement expresses 
a case of causal necessity: due to its causal history, the tree cannot but 
bloom in spring. The second statement, however, expresses a case of 
essential necessity: the definition of a triangle determines that the sum 
of the inside angles must correspond to two right angles. Of course, 
the definition alone does not determine that this or that drawn triangle 
must necessarily exist (cf. Iplldem). It only determines the following: 
if a drawn triangle exists, it cannot exist otherwise than with inside 
angles, the sum of which corresponds to two right angles. One could 
say that the two kinds of necessity are interlinked here. The causal 
history of a triangle (i.e. the fact that someone has drawn it) determines 
that a triangle exists, and the definition determines that it exists as a 
geometrical body with inside angles, the sum of which corresponds to 
two right angles. 

In light of this distinction, we can explain the passage mentioned 
at the start, which has brought several commentators of Spinoza to 
object that his necessitarianism is inconsistent. The objection runs as 
follows: does the claim that it could ‘just as well happen that this or 
that man exists as that he does not exist’ (cf. 2al) not amount to saying 
that the existence of a person is contingent? Not quite. The full text of 
the passage, often quoted in abridged form, is as follows: 


The essence of man does not involve necessary existence, i.e., from the 
order of nature it can happen equally that this or that man does exist, or 
that he does not exist. (2al) 


The crucial point here is that the essence of man does not determine 
existence. In other words: there is no essential necessity for the exis- 
tence of a concrete person, for the definition ‘Man is a two-legged, 
featherless etc. living being endowed with reason’ alone does not 
determine that Peter must exist. It only determines that if Peter exists, 
then he must exist as a two-legged etc. living being endowed with 
reason. Whether or not Peter actually does exist depends upon his 
causal history. Therefore, on the basis of his essence alone it is equally 
possible that Peter exists and that he does not exist. Only the essential 
and the causal necessity, in conjunction, determine that exactly this 
person with these essential qualities must exist. 

This frequently cited passage, then, does not prove that there is 
a metaphysical (and not just an epistemic) contingency. It merely 
makes clear that we cannot derive a thing’s necessary existence from 
its essence alone. The only exception to this is, of course, God or sub- 
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stance as a whole. According to the famous causa sui doctrine, the 
one substance exists solely by virtue of its all-encompassing essence 
(1p7). But all things existing as concrete individual things within the 
one substance do so as a result of their causal history and not simply 
by virtue of their essence. The crucial point is that they have to exist 
thanks to this history. Here we have evidence, once again, of Spinoza’s 
explanatory rationalism: the causal history of a thing fully explains 
why it has to exist, and its definition explains why it has to exist with 
certain essential qualities. When we have succeeded in grasping the 
entire causal chain and the entire essence, we cannot but see that it 
has to exist as it does.'° 

But is it not conceivable for a thing to exist quite differently from 
the way it does, or not to exist at all? Can we not imagine there to be a dif- 
ferent causal chain? We can indeed. Spinoza grants that we can imagine 
the world to be quite different from the way it is and that we can therefore 
also speak of possible things. But these things are only possible 


insofar as, while we attend to the causes from which they must be pro- 
duced, we do not know whether those causes are determined to produce 
them. (4d4) 


Possibility has to do with us. We do not fully grasp the causal chain 
and we therefore do not know what causes are given and what their 
effects are. What is crucial here, of course, is the fact that all of this 
just springs from our ignorance. For this reason, Spinoza stresses that 
contingency is an epistemic category (see 1p33s1, 5d3). Since we have 
but a deficient knowledge of the causal chain, we imagine all manner 
of possible alternatives and deviations. Therefore, we can very well say 
that a statement such as “The tree is blooming’ is contingently true 
for us: we can imagine a world in which the tree is not blooming. But 
that is a far cry from saying that this statement is also contingently 
true in itself. If we were to see the world in its entirety (which we are 
principally barred from doing), we would recognise that the tree has 


* As Schütt (1985: 117) rightly stresses, Spinoza’s thoughts on necessity are based 
on the principle of sufficient reason: to understand why a thing exists the way it 
does is to understand which external reasons (i.e. which outside efficient causes) and 
which internal reasons (i.e. which essential properties) are responsible for its particu- 
lar existence. 

16 Spinoza does stress in 2p44c2: “It is of the nature of Reason to perceive things 
under a certain species of eternity.” But this does not mean that we are in a position 
to perceive them under every such species. Our perspective is always limited. 
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to bloom on account of its whole causal history and on account of 
its essence. Consequently, we would understand that the statement is 
necessarily true. 

If we take into consideration the difference between these two 
ways of looking at things, we can give an answer to a question that 
has been raised repeatedly in recent scholarship: is Spinoza’s a strict 
necessitarianism, according to which there is and even has to be only 
this one world, or does he defend a moderate necessitarianism, which 
admits other possible worlds besides this one?” One could respond: 
for us there are numerous possible worlds, since, due to our imperfect 
knowledge of the causal links between things, we can imagine alter- 
natives to this world. But in actuality there is only the one world, in 
which, like in an all-encompassing web, the links between things have 
all been set.'® 

The fact that we can have only partial knowledge of the causal links 
has consequences for another question that has repeatedly given rise 
to controversies. Spinoza may seem at first glance to be a rationalist 
for whom it makes no sense to conduct investigations about the things 
in the world and the connections between them: after all, the world 
develops as it must. If we can affirm anything at all about the things 
in the world, then only by deducing them from first causes can we 
demonstrate that and why they had to develop as they did. 

But this would be presenting a distorted image of Spinoza as an 
‘armchair’ rationalist, who keeps his distance from all empirical 
research. Spinoza’s intention is quite the opposite: to reinforce and 
advance empirical research. Since our knowledge is deficient, we must 
do all we can to find out which of the possible worlds imagined by 
us will turn out to be the real world. In a letter to L. Meyer, Spinoza 
states in no uncertain terms that we cannot simply deduce present and 
future things from those that already exist: 


17 See the controversy between Garrett (1991), who speaks for a strict necessitarian- 
ism, and Curley/Walski (1999), who see only a moderate necessitarianism in Spinoza’s 
thought. Bennett (2001: 175-176) is of the opinion that due to the unclear status of 
the texts it is impossible to determine an unambiguous position. 

18 In the Short Treatise I: 40 Spinoza stresses that nothing can change in this per- 
spective because everything has been given in eternity and is therefore predetermined: 
“We now say, because everything that happens is done by God, it must also have nec- 
essarily been predetermined by God, otherwise it would be changeable, which would 
mean ascribing a great imperfection to God.” 
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From this it further follows that, as soon as we have only the essence of 
the modes in view and not the order of all of nature, we can, from the 
fact that they now exist, neither conclude that they will or will not exist 
later, nor that they existed or did not exist earlier.” 


Concretely, this means that I cannot simply conclude from the present 
existence of the blooming tree that it will still exist or, what is more, 
will have to exist tomorrow. I must rather carry out a detailed exam- 
ination of the many factors (light, temperature, irrigation etc.) that 
contribute to the likelihood of its existence tomorrow. Therefore, 
from my perspective I can only speak of possibility or probability 
and not of necessity. And the more intensely I pursue my empirical 
studies, the better I can predict what is most likely to be the case tomor- 
row. It is precisely our inability to grasp the complete causal chain of 
events at once, then, that spurs us to conduct empirical research. For it 
is only with the help of this research that we can develop well-founded 
hypotheses about which of the many imagined possible worlds will 
turn out to be the real one. 


4. NECESSITY AND FREEDOM 


If we take into consideration the difference between viewing the world 
as it actually is and as it appears to us, we come upon what seems at 
first glance to be an elegant answer to the perplexing question of how 
necessitarianism is reconcilable with a conception of freedom of action 
and moral responsibility. One could simply say: since we do not fully 
know the causal chain, and since for us it therefore is not clear which 
events will take place and which not, it is important to consider pos- 
sible actions and their consequences. After all, we cannot see the world 
in its entirety sub specie aeternitatis, but must invent scenarios for the 
future on the basis of our knowledge of events so far.” 


1 Ep. 12, 20 April 1663 (G 4: 54). 

2 Mason (1997: 67) argues along these lines: “It does not suggest, of course, that we 
are fatalistically powerless to alter the future: among the causes that will bring about 
the future are decisions I make now, based partly on what I have been able to discover 
about how I arrived where I am.” The problem with this explanatory approach lies 
in the fact that my decisions are nothing but modes of thinking which are tied into 
a necessary order. If such an order exists, I cannot produce this or that mode at will. 
Nor can I determine or change the future with such a mode. The future physical states 
of affair are also tied into a necessary order, that of the modes of extension. 
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This, however, would be a deceptively elegant answer. If future 
events are already set, and if contingency, as Spinoza makes perfectly 
clear, is just an epistemic category, then we can think of as many 
scenarios as we like, but it will have no influence on how the world 
will be. Although we are perfectly able to think about what we want to 
do or should do, these thoughts are tied into a necessary causal chain 
just as are the actions resulting from them. 

Were the first readers then correct when, as H. Oldenburg reported, 
they feared that with necessitarianism “the very nerve of all laws, all 
virtue and all religion would be severed, and all rewards and punish- 
ments without object”??! They would indeed be correct if we had only 
the following alternative: either something like a causal gap exists, 
which leaves the linking of the mental and physical states of affairs 
open, thereby assuring us of a free space in which to act; or no causal 
gap exists, and talk about free action becomes meaningless. But as a 
short look at current debates shows, this alternative is not at all con- 
vincing. Acting freely does not simply mean filling a causal gap and 
producing something that is not the result of anything that has gone 
before. To act freely means to act in a self-determined manner, i.e. out 
of insight into particular reasons for action.” If one takes this as one’s 
point of departure in this conception of free action, then it becomes 
clear that for Spinoza, too, necessitarianism does not exclude the 
possibility of free action which is based on insight. 

But what does it mean to act out of insight? Spinoza gives an 
unequivocal answer to this question: 


Acting from reason is nothing but doing those things which follow from 
the necessity of our nature, considered in itself alone (4p59dem). 


The crucial point is that a person acting out of reason is neither driven 
by spontaneous affects or desires, nor forced to do something by some- 
one. This person, rather, understands the reasons why something had 
to come to exist the way it did, and makes these reasons the measure 
of his or her actions. Understanding reasons, of course, means noth- 
ing other than having ideas (modes of thinking), which run parallel 
to physical states of affairs (modes of extension). As an example: sup- 
pose I feel a severe pain in one of my teeth, but am afraid to go to the 


21 Cf. footnote 1. 
22 See Pauen (2004: 59-65). 


THE PROBLEM OF NECESSITARIANISM 75 


dentist. I am acting on the basis of reason if I overcome this fear and 
recognize that the pain is a symptom for the aggravation of a nerve, 
triggered by a large cavity or some other defect. I consciously grasp a 
chain of ideas that runs parallel to a chain of physical states of affairs, 
and I behave accordingly. 

But am I then free? Would I not have gone to the dentist sooner 
or later anyway, or have been dragged there by a friend—quite simply 
because I would no longer have been able to stand the pain? Indeed I 
would. But my freedom manifests itself precisely in the fact that I was 
not forced to go to the dentist by someone else or by an experience of 
pain, but rather went of my own accord on the basis of my insight into 
a particular causal connection. In short, I became active on the basis of 
my own insight and was not simply forced to do something. 

What is essential for Spinoza is that this is the only way freedom is 
possible: not as the carrying out of an act which has no causal connec- 
tion to earlier states of affairs and fills a causal gap, but rather as the 
self-determined carrying out of an act that one has chosen for certain 
reasons and that is part of a causal chain. Spinoza even claims that this 
insight into the reasons for action can serve to overcome or at least 
control our emotions: “Insofar as the Mind understands all things as 
necessary, it has a greater power over the affects, or is less acted on by 
them” (5p6). I suffer less from my fear of dentists, or can even control 
it, if I understand that I have to go to the dentist because of the inevi- 
table connection between certain facts. Spinoza even goes so far as to 
claim that in this way one can gain control over very strong emotions, 
for instance grief: “For we see that sadness over some good which has 
perished is lessened as soon as the man who has lost it realizes that 
this good could not, in any way, have been kept” (5p6s). One could 
call this explanatory approach ‘therapeutic rationalism’: insight into 
a necessary order, in which events happen as they must, leads to the 
overcoming of disappointments, false expectations and empty hopes 
and thus to a happy life. 

At this point, both the strengths and the weaknesses of Spinoza’s 
approach become evident. The strengths undoubtedly lie in the fact 
that—like psychotherapy—it enables one to come to an understanding 
of oneself and therefore also to control one’s emotions. Once we have 
understood why certain things (including one’s own biography), on 
account of a complex causal history, had to take the course they did, 
we can better understand our behaviour and that of others. We can 
situate our emotional reactions, which at first glance may have seemed 
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incomprehensible, within a causal chain and thus explain them. This 
puts us in a position to gradually free ourselves of passionate responses, 
or at least to live with them in a controlled manner. 

At the same time, though, the weaknesses of this explanatory 
approach become clear as well. I. Berlin has already pointed out that 
the mere knowledge of a necessary succession of states of affairs hardly 
suffices to make us freer or happier. We are only free when we have 
genuine, and not just imaginary, alternatives for action, and when we 
consciously decide upon one of them. Simply to know that we can- 
not act differently from the way we in actual fact do because of a 
causal history may make us more rational, but it does not in any way 
make us freer. I. Berlin pointedly writes: “Discovering that I cannot 
do what I once thought possible will make me more rational (I won’t 
hit my head against the stone wall), but this will not necessarily make 
me freer; there may be stone walls wherever I look.” What is more, 
knowledge of a particular causal history can, besides leading us to a 
better understanding of ourselves, also cut us off from certain imagina- 
tive and emotional possibilities. A writer who has analyzed his entire 
childhood and come to terms with it in a therapeutic process may 
lose his artistic imagination as a result (now relating every idea back 
to a certain childhood experience, and seeing nothing but the fam- 
ily constellation of his childhood in the constellations of literary fig- 
ures) and thus forfeit his freedom of thought. Or someone who knows 
that he is suffering from a terminal illness can lose his former light- 
heartedness and become incapable of feeling certain emotions, such as 
cheerfulness or the joys of everyday life. Sometimes not knowing can 
be more liberating than knowing. 

It is not only the assumption that knowledge and insight into neces- 
sary courses of action maximize freedom that is problematic however. 
What is principally problematic is the rationalist assumption that our 
intellect, by providing us with an insight into the necessary order of 
things, is able to make us want to act in conformity with this order. 
Why should we want what we understand? Why should the simple 
insight into the fact that a certain state of affairs must take place moti- 
vate us to accept this state of affairs or even bring it about ourselves? 
To take Spinoza’s own example: why should my insight into the fact 
that a certain illness had to lead to the death of a loved person bring 


3 Berlin (1979: 185). 
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me to accept this death and to mitigate or even overcome my grief? 
Why should I not get into a rage and strike wildly at all that is around 
me? Therapeutic rationalism quietly assumes that our insight into the 
necessary order of things has, indeed must have, a therapeutic effect 
as well. This is only plausible if a motivating force is attributed to the 
intellect, a force that causes us to accept or even actively want exactly 
that into which we have gained an insight. But Spinoza still owes us 
the proof that the intellect indeed possesses such a motivating force. 
Or, as D. Hume would have said: “Reason of itself is utterly impotent 
in this particular”. 


24 Hume (1978: 457). 


PART II 


ETHICS: DE NATURA ET ORIGINE MENTIS 


SPINOZA AND THE THEORY OF IDENTITY (2P1-13) 


Michael Pauen 


The recent history of the mind-body problem appears at first glance 
as the history of a philosophical encounter with Descartes. Spinoza, by 
contrast, seems to play only a subordinate role. 


Yet this understanding has been increasingly questioned in recent years: 
first of all, it has become clear that a connection between Spinoza and 
more recent philosophical investigations does exist, albeit obscurely. 
Secondly, neuroscientists such as Antonio Damasio have begun citing 
Spinoza explicitly. Yet here again a distinction between the uses made 
of these two thinkers is conspicuous: while Descartes typically is the 
object from which one wishes to distance or distinguish oneself, Spi- 
noza tends to be seen instead as the precursor and guarantor for one’s 
own approaches. Arriving as it does across a rift of more than three 
centuries of scientific and philosophical history, this guarantee seems 
at first glance peculiar. Spinoza’s key metaphysical presuppositions 
and background assumptions all diverge radically from those of con- 
temporary theorists, as do his methodological principles, especially 
his tilt towards geometry. Furthermore, Spinoza’s own ambition 
seems broadly alien to the ambition of his contemporary followers: 
significantly, he does not develop his approach in order to explain 
current or expected empirical findings, but only in order to devise a 
basis for his Ethics. 

Given these deep-seated differences, any reference to Spinoza in 
the mind-body debate seems highly problematic. Nevertheless, a more 
detailed reading of Spinoza’s work makes it clear that there is a under- 
lying resemblance to contemporary approaches. In the first part of this 
article I will briefly sketch the relevant statements present in the Ethics. 
I will then go on in the second part to consider the central claims of the 
theory of mind as it is developed at the beginning of the second part 
of the Ethics. Finally, in the third and last part of this paper, I discuss 
the systematic and reception-historical relations between Spinoza’s 
approach and contemporary theories in the philosophy of mind. 
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In contrast to both Cartesian theory, which is based on observations 
and intuitions, and also contemporary approaches, Spinoza develops his 
theory of mind from his own fundamental conceptual presuppositions 
concerning the essence of substance and its attributes. This procedure 
arises directly from his epistemology in which sensory perception 
is considered as the most basic form of knowledge, and intellectual 
knowledge of immediately certain ideas by contrast, is the highest 
form of insight. The latter frees itself from the dependence upon sen- 
sory perception, which Spinoza calls “bondage”.' Its most important 
object is God, from whom we necessarily have adequate knowledge 
(2p46); hence “...we can deduce from this knowledge a great many 
things which we know adequately, ...” (2p47s). 

Spinoza’s “geometric method” deduces knowledge of individual 
things from the knowledge of the highest principles, and thus ulti- 
mately from God. The divine nature, Spinoza says in the second part 
of the Ethics, must be regarded “before all else (because it is prior both 
in knowledge and in nature)” (2p10s2). The most obvious contempo- 
rary objection to this kind of approach, that this method provides at 
best a coherent theoretical construct, but is certainly not an adequate 
insight into the reality of our world, would hold no weight for Spi- 
noza. The philosopher has in fact already discounted the premises on 
which such an attack would be based, firstly because he only grants 
perception a subservient role, but also because he asserts a fundamen- 
tal accord between the “order and connection of ideas” and the “order 
and connection of things” (2p7). 

In this way, the key conditions that determine the subsequent course 
of Spinoza’s theory of mind are already present in the discussion of the 
notion of substance and of God in the first part of the Ethics. Similar to 
Descartes,” Spinoza sees a substance as characterized by its ability to be 
conceived through itself (1d3). Substances are the bearers of attributes, 


' Cf. Ellsiepen in this book. 

2 Cf. Descartes (1953: 594): “Lorsque nous concevons la substance, nous concevons 
seulement une chose qui existe en telle façon qu’elle n’a besoin que de soi-même pour 
exister.” Descartes here provides a precedent for Spinoza’s position, insofar as he only 
accepts God as substance in the strict sense. For subsequently he says: “en quoi il peut 
y avoir de Pobscurité touchant explication de ce mot, n’avoir besoin que de soi-même; 
car, à proprement parler, il n’y a que Dieu qui soit tel, et il ny a aucune chose créée 
qui puisse exister un seul moment sans étre soutenue et conserve par sa puissance” 
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which Spinoza defines as “what the intellect perceives of a substance, 
as constituting its essence” (1d4). 

Two further assertions here are especially decisive: First Spinoza 
claims that there can be only one substance. For Spinoza the notion 
of substance implies not only that it must exist necessarily, without 
requiring any other substance for its genesis (1p6-7), but also that 
it is infinite, and therefore not limited by any other substance (1p8). 
This infinite and necessarily existing substance, according to Spinoza, 
can only be God. 

Importantly, God is not to be understood in the theistic sense as 
a personal creator, who exists independently of the cosmos created 
by him. Rather Spinoza’s pantheistic metaphysics identifies God with 
cosmos. For Spinoza, the individual objects that we distinguish from 
one another within this world can only be conceived as modes of the 
one divine substance. 

Spinoza further claims that a substance can have a great number of 
attributes (1p10c), but that only the attributes of thought and exten- 
sion are accessible to the human faculty of knowledge. This means, as 
Spinoza distinctly stresses, 


that although two attributes may be conceived to be really distinct (i.e., 
one may be conceived without the aid of the other), we still can not infer 
from that that they constitute two beings, or two different substances. 
(1p10s) 


2. THEORY 


From these fundamental metaphysical presuppositions Spinoza de- 
duces his theory of the mind. At the beginning of the second part of 
the Ethics he explicitly emphasizes that in what follows he will be con- 
cerned with that “which must necessarily follow from the essence of 
God, or the infinite and eternal Being—”. 

In the first part of the Ethics, with his insistence upon a single 
substance, Spinoza in fact excluded Cartesian dualism in favour of a 
monistic approach. Furthermore, according to the determinations laid 
down there, mind and body can only be the attributes of the one divine 
substance (2p1-2); only these attributes are accessible to the human 


(Princ. Phil. I 51). On the other hand, there is a difference here, insofar as Descartes 
argues metaphysically, Spinoza epistemically. 
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faculty of knowledge (2a5). In addition, because substance encom- 
passes the entire cosmos, it is clear that a consistent psychophysical 
parallelism must be present (2p7). It is, then, not only the human brain 
which, aside from physical attributes, also possesses psychic attributes, 
but also nature in its entirety. So Spinoza’s pantheism has its counter- 
part in panpsychism. 


a) The Identity Thesis 


The decisive steps toward this are taken in the first two propositions 
of the second part. Spinoza here speaks of the one divine substance, 
which has both the attribute of thought (2p1) and the attribute of 
extension (2p2), thereby referring explicitly to the Cartesian formula- 
tions: “Deus est res cogitans.... Deus est res extensa” (2p1-2). 

This is not only true of God, but also, as Proposition 13 shows, 
for man. More specifically, this means that psychophysical parallelism, 
which for Spinoza comprises all of nature, also pertains to man. Spi- 
noza thus concludes “that man consists of a Mind and a Body, and that 
the human Body [really] exists, as we are aware of it” (2p13c). From 
this—hardly controversial—statement Spinoza deduces the identity of 
mind and body that is decisive for his theory: 


From these [propositions] we understand not only that the human Mind 
is united to the Body, but also what should be understood by the union 
of Mind and Body. (2p13s) 


It might be reasonably doubted whether this assertion really follows 
from the premises that precede it. But let’s try first of all try to under- 
stand Spinoza’s thesis as precisely as possible. What does he mean 
when he says, “the human Mind is united to the Body”? Only shortly 
before that, in the scholium to the seventh proposition, he had claimed 
“that the thinking substance and the extended substance are one and 
the same substance, which is now comprehended under this attribute, 
now under that” (2p7s). And, in the second proposition of the third 
part he asserted, “that the Mind and the Body are one and the same 
thing, which is conceived now under the attribute of Thought, now 
under the attribute of Extension” (3p2s). 

The initial point is unproblematic: in direct agreement with the sub- 
stance monism defended in the first part of the Ethics, Spinoza here 
asserts the identity of mind and body. So mental processes are identi- 
cal with certain physical processes. 
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Yet at the same time Spinoza also attempts to do justice to the 
obvious difference between the experience of mental and corporeal 
phenomena. His doctrine of the attributes is the decisive instrument 
here. Already, in his definitions at the beginning of the first part of the 
Ethics (1d4), Spinoza demonstrates that the notion of the attribute is 
to be understood epistemically. 

This understanding of attributes does not lead to a distinction of 
properties at the level of objects, in the manner, for instance, that an 
object, aside from its colours, may also have a specific weight. Such 
a distinction of mind and body would be irreconcilable with the 
assertion of identity, even if one would content oneself with speaking 
of two properties rather than two substances. 

Spinoza means instead a distinction between forms of intellectual 
access to an object or state of affairs. The difference between the expe- 
rience of mental and of corporeal phenomena arises, then, in terms of 
the way in which we relate to a process, or in Spinoza’s terminology— 
to a modus of the one substance. 

This becomes clear in the already cited passage from the scholium to 
the second proposition of the third part, where Spinoza says, “one and 
the same thing...is conceived now under the attribute of Thought, 
now under the attribute of Extension” (3p2s). Once again it is clear 
that an idea of there being two different properties cannot be intended 
here. The difference between mind and body does not appear on the 
side of the object, but on the side of the knowing subject, which has 
two different modes of access to the one single substance. 

These two fundamental elements of Spinoza’s monism—the identi- 
fication of mind and body as indistinct at the object level, combined 
with the distinction between thought and extension on the level of 
access to this object—are common features of identity theories in the 
philosophy of mind. This should be obvious as far as identity claims 
are concerned, but also the distinction between different perspectives 
is mandatory: otherwise it would not be understandable why different 
experiences can be experiences of one and the same event. 

At first sight, this doctrine appears nonsensical. Wittgenstein, for 
example, asserts in the Tractatus: “Roughly speaking, to say of two 
things that they are identical is nonsense, and to say of one thing that 
it is identical with itself is to say nothing at all.”? But Wittgenstein 


> Wittgenstein (1984: 62) (5.5303). 
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overlooks an important issue here: that we can perceive one and the 
same object on different occasions or come to know about it through 
different descriptions. So the question of identity arises when it is 
unclear whether two descriptions or perceptions refer to one object 
or event. 

Such situations occur relatively frequently. For example, we might 
encounter a person who closely resembles an old classmate: Is this 
person identical with our classmate? Visiting a house that we have not 
entered for many years, we find an object which might be a toy from 
our childhood. Yet is the found object really our toy? Several days 
after the attendance of a concert we read a review in the newspaper 
that might be about the concert we attended. But was the concert we 
attended identical to that described by the critic? 

The above examples show that the question of identity is not only 
sensible, but in some cases pressing. In the case of public events, an 
agreement of time and place, in the case of the supposed classmate, 
agreement of name, would likely suffice to justify identification. Yet 
even where there are good reasons for assuming identity, then, this 
assumption might yet prove false—there being simply no definitive 
proof for an identity relation. 

It is also important that assumptions of identity are not necessarily 
based on perceived similarities. The report in the newspaper describ- 
ing the concert is not at all like our experience of it from a first person 
perspective, yet especially in this case there is seldom room for doubt, 
because we have clear criteria for identity at our disposal. Though of 
course, this does not mean that these differences can simply be ignored. 
Rather, it is what makes an explanation of the differences necessary. 

It is at this point that the different approaches which we take towards 
an object come into play. The notion that personal experience gives 
us another mode of access to a concert than a newspaper report 
is almost trivial, so that the differences which exist by virtue of this 
distinction do not contradict the report and the experience relating to 
the same concert. 

The significance of this point for the problem of the identity of mind 
and body is not difficult to see. In this case it is also clear that the dif- 
ferences which separate our experience of mental phenomena from 
that of corporeal phenomena do not necessarily preclude the idea that 
both experiences have the same object. Just as the newspaper article 
and our experience, in spite of all differences, can have the same con- 
cert as an object, it seems possible that certain physical processes that 
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we can observe from the third person perspective in our brain are 
identical with the experiences we have in the first person perspective. 

The claim here amounts to the idea that we have two different 
modes of access to a single object or process, and it is the differences 
in these modes of access that explain why our experiences differ from 
one another. Spinoza outlines a theory of attributes that explains the 
difference between two modes of access. Thus he makes it understand- 
able in principle how it is possible that two things that seemingly differ 
so much as mind and brain can be identical. But of course he offers 
no concrete explanation for why our perception of pain, for example, 
or colour, is not experienced in a different way. 


b) Parallelism and Psychophysical Interaction 


Spinoza’s theory is often called psychophysical parallelism. This appell- 
ation could lead to the misunderstanding that Spinoza propagates a 
parallelism of psychic and physical events, or properties. But such a 
dualistic parallelism would be irreconcilable with what has hitherto 
been said so far. The only interpretation coherent with the remarks 
above is one of a monistic parallelism of access to one series of events, 
not a dualistic parallelism of two series of events. 

Yet Spinoza appears to assert the existence of two chains of events 
when he says that “[t]he order and connection of ideas is the same as 
the order and connection of things.” (2p7; cf. 3p2s). The assumption of 
parallel chains of events, similar to that of the explicitly dualistic paral- 
lelism of Leibniz, offers itself readily, especially since Spinoza, who has 
learned from the difficulties Descartes brought upon himself through 
his interactionism, denies any interplay between the mental and physical 
level: mental processes can no more affect physical ones than physical 
processes may effect mental ones. Accordingly, Spinoza demands that: 


so long as things are considered as modes of thinking, we must explain 
the order of the whole of nature, or the connection of causes, through 
the attribute of Thought alone. And insofar as they are considered as 
modes of Extension, the order of the whole of nature must be explained 
through the attribute of Extension alone. (2p7s) 


Spinoza takes an even more precise stand on this issue in the second 
proposition of the third part, where he says: 


The Body cannot determine the Mind to thinking, and the Mind cannot 
determine the Body to motion, to rest or to anything else (if there is 
anything else). (3p2) 
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One could understand this to mean mental processes in fact have no 
effect upon physical processes. It may initially appear as though our 
expressions of pain have their cause in our feelings of pain, or as though 
the images of our visual perception have their cause in the objects in 
our near vicinity. Consequently, one might feel forced to conclude 
that mental processes are only under the influence of other mental 
processes. Similarly physical processes appear influenced only by other 
physical processes. 

Would Spinoza seriously deny the efficacy of mental processes? 
This would not only be implausible in general, but it would render 
it extremely unclear what role mental processes play in controlling 
behaviour. Bartuschat* poses the question in this context: Whether or 
not Spinoza is forced to explain higher mental processes, such as the 
drafting of blueprints for a building, solely through the reference to 
simple corporeal processes, Spinoza seems to justify this interpretation 
when, in the scholium, he stresses that in the second proposition of the 
third part one simply does not know yet of what the body is capable— 
and hence obviously cannot exclude that the body would be capable of 
complex cognitive achievements even without the mind. 

But a closer examination shows that this is not really a problem 
for Spinoza. His position logically follows from the implications of 
monism. For if we are concerned with one substance, or one thing, that 
can be described both as thinking and as extended, then the inefficacy 
of psychic processes follows in no way from the rejection of interac- 
tion. The modus that we can call the psychic act of planning under 
the attribute of thought is also comprehensible under the attribute of 
extension as a physical process that stands in a causal relation to other 
physical processes. Naturally the relevant physical processes are not 
simple corporeal activities. Spinoza recognizes complex processes are 
at work at the physiological level—even if his concrete ideas diverge 
greatly from the results of our contemporary research. 

The ideas that Spinoza develops (in the latter half of the second 
part of the Ethics) on the nature of psychic processes, and the physical 
processes upon which they are based, are especially informative. At 
the psychic level he develops an association-psychological model 
that starts from the assumption that ideas which originally appeared 
together tend to activate one another: 


4 Bartuschat (1992: 314). 
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If the human Body has once been affected by two or more bodies at the 
same time, then when the Mind subsequently imagines one of them, it 
will immediately recollect the others also. (2p18) 


This passage already demonstrates that Spinoza also has a physi- 
ological theory parallel to his psychological explanation, and thereby 
switches directly between the two explanatory levels. At the centre 
of his physiological ideas stands the theory of the life-spirits (spiritus 
animales) which go back to antiquity and were further developed by 
Descartes. These spirits apparently leave traces in the brain through 
mechanical means, e.g. through repeated imagining of ideas, traces 
that determine their path and thus the path of ideas in the future as 
well (cf. 2p17dem). 

Spinoza’s switch between the levels of explanation shows his con- 
cern here with existence of different perspectives vis-a-vis one unified 
process. Even if one could read several formulations as promotions of 
a dualistic parallelism of two series of events, such an interpretation is 
logically excluded by the author’s clear support of a monistic position. 
Importantly, the text at no place forces a dualistic interpretation. 

The most natural place for such a forcing to occur would likely 
be the seventh proposition of the second part, cited above, in which 
Spinoza speaks of the agreement between the order of the mind and 
the order of things, and then (2p7s) demands that we explain things 
only through the attribute of thought as long as we regard them as 
modi of thought, and only through the attribute of extension where 
we view them as modi of extension. Yet in fact Spinoza grounds an 
agreement of both orders with reference to the hypothesis of identity 
already cited above, according to which “the thinking substance and 
the extended substance are one and the same substance” (2p7s). His 
argument in the second proposition of the third part is quite similar. 
Once again he demands that each cause be conceived in the terms of 
the attribute under which its effects are also conceived. And here it 
becomes even clearer that Spinoza sees mental and physical processes 
only as two different aspects of one single occurrence. He asserts that, 
“the order of actions and passions of our Body is, by nature, at one 
with the order of actions and passions of the Mind.” (3p2s). Soon after 
he sums up: 


All these things, indeed, show clearly that both the decision of the Mind 
and the appetite and the determination of the Body by nature exist 
together—or rather are one and the same thing, which we call a deci- 
sion when it is considered under, and explained through, the attribute 
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of Thought, and which we call a determination when it is considered 
under the attribute of Extension and deduced from the laws of motion 
and rest. (3p2s) 


Yet does not the interpretation sketched by Spinoza once again lead 
the rejected psychophysical interaction in through the back door? 
After all, how is psychophysical interaction to be understood if not 
as a decision that produces a corporeal reaction? It is this very objec- 
tion that Delahunty raises against Spinoza.’ So there appears to be a 
conflict between the assertion of identity on the one hand and the 
rejection of psychophysical interaction on the other. 

In fact there are two possible solutions to this conflict. The first 
option, which accords with today’s thinking, would deny that the cases 
mentioned are even cases of psychophysical interaction at all, at least in 
the Cartesian sense which Spinoza opposes. The key difference consists 
in the fact that in every case where there is an effect on the physical 
level one can (at least in principle) always name a cause at the physi- 
cal level as well. The problem disappears, although it is questionable, 
in light of his insistence upon the distinction between the two causal 
series, whether Spinoza would accept such an answer. 

There is also another option, which has been sketched by Michael 
Della Rocca.° Its proximity to contemporary thought is not as great, 
yet it appears to agree more with Spinoza’s ideas. Della Rocca points 
out that for Spinoza, contrary to our understanding today, causal 
assertions are not valid independent of the descriptive context in 
which they are formulated. Causal contexts are not “referentially 
transparent”. So, even if one is of the conviction that a brain process 
is the cause of certain behaviour, one must not necessarily accept that 
a decision identified with the brain process is the ultimate cause of the 
behaviour in any sphere other than the descriptive context it comes in. 
In other words, if there is no causal relation between modi of different 
attributes, then there can certainly be no psychophysical interaction. 
So this interpretation would also solve the problem. 

Either way, Spinoza’s detailed critique of Descartes in the preface of 
the fifth part of the Ethics shows that the rejection of psychophysical 
interaction must have been one of his main motivations in composing 
the draft. Descartes, says Spinoza, with his theory of psychophysical 


> Delahunty (1985). 
é Della Rocca (1991). 
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interaction, assumed “a Hypothesis more occult than any occult quality” 
(Spraef). Due to the irreconcilable difference between body and soul, 
a causal relation is principally impossible. 

But the reflections also show that the agreement between the order 
of ideas and the order of nature is anything but puzzling, as long as 
one accepts Spinoza’s panpsychistic premise, according to which the 
substance can be alternately described under one of the two attributes. 
From today’s perspective there are clearly good reasons to reject this 
presupposition, yet supposing one accepts it, then the agreement of 
the ‘two’ orders and of the causal and logical connections that exist 
between them arise practically of their own accord: we are confronted 
here really only with one single order, i.e. with a single sequence of 
events; it can merely be described under two different aspects. 


c) Ideas 


But this is only true as long as one assumes a psychological, and not 
a propositional understanding of Spinoza’s notion of the idea. ‘Idea’ 
would in this case stand for a spatio-temporally determinable psychic 
occurrence, i.e. that which we would today call a thought. Yet ‘Idea’ can 
also stand for the content of a thought, for the proposition expressed 
by the thought. As Allison puts it: 


Every idea can be described as both a mental episode within its own 
psychological reality (a believing) and a propositional content that is 
affirmed in such an episode (what is believed).? 


Generally Spinoza uses the term ‘idea’ in both ways,® although whether 
he draws a systematically clean distinction between the two can be 
debated. 

If one assumes only a psychological understanding of ideas, in which 
monistic agreement with the order of nature is asserted, ideas would 
have to be considered simple psychic states identified with certain 
material processes. It would then follow that the physical correlate of 


7 Allison (1987: 89). 

® Mascarenhas argues against this, though, finding only the psychological under- 
standing in Spinoza, but at the same time denying the ideas any propositional content: 
“Thus, it seems that Spinozistic ideas are the non-representational, non-intentional 
consciousness of their correlated modes of extension. They do not represent their cor- 
related modes; in fact, they have no objective content at all, unless it be the extended 
mode of which it is the immediate consciousness and with which it is identified.” 
Mascarenhas (1998: 97). 
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a thought that Rome is a beautiful city could not arise without the 
corresponding psychic state. This is indeed an implication of Spinoza’s 
monism. In this context Spinoza calls the body the “object of the idea 
constituting the human Mind” (2p13). 

Yet in distinction to our contemporary understanding Spinoza 
does not settle for a psychophysical correlation, but rather posits an 
epistemic relation as well: if the body is the object of the idea that 
makes up the human mind, then this means that the mind has a con- 
sciousness of the body. Spinoza in fact goes even further, asserting that 
the mind knows the body, that it even has a complete perception of 
all bodily processes: 


...if the object of the idea constituting a human Mind is a body, nothing 
can happen in that body which is not perceived by the Mind. (2p12) 


This ‘perception’ should not be understood in terms of an effect on the 
soul by the body—this would be a fall back into the psychophysical 
interactionism Spinoza rejects. Spinoza rather assumes an immediate 
relation that arises from the body’s being at the same time mind, and 
hence possessing necessarily a consciousness of itself. 

But besides the psychological understanding, there is also a proposi- 
tional understanding of the notion of the idea. In this understanding, 
the idea of a body can also be read as an idea that has as its object 
any random body outside of the subject’s physis, or, in other words, 
any matter pertaining to the body. If one approaches the issue from 
this understanding then, by the agreement between the order of ideas 
and the order of nature, it would follow that our ideas about nature in 
some sense agree with nature, that our ideas are in some sense true in 
a correspondence-theoretical way. In this case, the thought that Rome 
is a beautiful city would then only arise if Rome is in fact a beautiful 
city. This was also Spinoza’s opinion with respect to adequate ideas, 
yet it obviously does not arise out of the hypothesis of identity. 

Finally, the parallelism of mind and body is also important for 
the distinction of man from other animated beings and objects. In 
spite of his panpsychism, Spinoza does not ignore the differences that 
exist here. Spinoza—unlike Descartes—does not see categorical, but 
only gradual differences. These are dependent upon the complexity 
of the body, as Spinoza explains especially in the appendix to the 
thirteenth proposition in the second part: Unlike the body of simple 
living beings, the body of man is, “composed of a great many individuals 
of different natures, each of which is highly composite.” (2p13 postl) 
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The most important consequence of higher complexity is the ability 
to be affected by a greater number of different stimuli (2p13 lem7s). 
This has consequences for the psychic processes, and allows the psychic 
properties that can be attributed to simple animals and other objects 
to be distinguished constitutively from those of man. While Spinoza’s 
panpsychism still remains to some extent obscure (specifically, it still 
seems to remain unclear what the attribution of psychic properties to 
simple animals and objects means exactly) one cannot accuse him of 
attributing a consciousness like that of man to trees or stones.° 


3. RECEPTION 


As is well known, Spinoza did not publish the Ethics in his own life- 
time, fearing a hostile public reception—a fear that e.g. in light of 
Bayle’s polemic against the work’s “monstrous absurdities” does not 
appear entirely without justification.” Subsequently, Spinoza’s work 
was not widely read, or, at least, not widely discussed, until relatively 
late in the 18th century.” Yet in more recent years a significant inter- 
est in his philosophy has become discernible. Systematic relations to 
newer approaches are still appearing, often based on real, albeit, indi- 
rect relations of reception. 


a) Systematic Parallels 


Systematic parallels to newer monistic approaches exist, especially 
to the theory of identity. Here I can here only briefly outline these 
parallels, which I have already mentioned and explained elsewhere in 
greater detail.” Aside from the theory of identity, the main points per- 
tain to what is at stake in the assumption of different forms of access 
to the one psychophysical process. In line with most contemporary 


? Cf. Mascarenhas (1998: 98). Allison (1987: 97), on the other hand, sees in Spinoza 
only a panvitalism. Yet, apart from that the assertion that stones were animate would 
seem little more plausible than that they had a rudimentary consciousness, Allison’s 
view contradicts Spinoza’s talk of mental states; which is obviously not to be equated 
with the Aristotelian conception of the plant soul. Cf. etiam Röd (2002: 212). 

10 Cf. Bayle (2003: 397). 

" Cf. Israel (2001), however. Israel seeks indications, (e.g. through a comparison of 
the length of encyclopaedia entries), that in the 18th century there was no less interest 
in Spinoza than e.g. in Locke. 

12 Cf. Pauen (1998). 
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representatives of the monistic position, Spinoza recognizes the indis- 
pensability of mental perspectives. On the other hand, though, he also 
creates the basis for a natural scientific enquiry into the foundation 
of mental processes. In spite of the difficulties mentioned above, Spi- 
noza does in fact agree with practically all modern representatives of 
monistic opinion, insofar as his presuppositions yield an explanation 
for the efficacy of mental phenomena strong enough to dispense with 
the problematic thesis of psychophysical interaction. Simply put, men- 
tal phenomena are efficacious because they are identical with physical 
processes, whose own efficacy is generally considered unproblematic. 

The simplicity of this theory and the ability to do justice to the self- 
reliance of mental phenomena without also having to posit a class of 
principally inexplicable immaterial properties, or even an immate- 
rial substance, is doubtlessly one of the chief advantages of monistic 
approaches. Together with contemporary schools of monism, Spinoza’s 
conception bears this advantage, but his view also has the additional 
merit of making this assertion of identity understandable in spite of 
the fundamental differences between mental and physical processes. I 
shall return to this question shortly. 


b) Schelling, Fechner and Damasio 


But I would first like to go into some important aspects of the history 
of the theory’s reception. In fact there is a long and winding road 
which leads from Spinoza through Schelling, Oken, Fechner and Alois 
Riehl to one of the founders of 20th century identity theory: Herbert 
Feigl. Spinoza’s significance for Schelling, who in his letter to Hegel 
from 1795 calls himself a ‘Spinozist’, is well documented.” Schelling 
then greatly influences Gustav Theodor Fechner," whose monistic 
psychophysical parallelism will later make its’ influence felt on the 
identity theory of the 1950’s. Fechner’s relation to Spinoza and Schell- 
ing on the one hand, and to new variants of the theory of identity on 
the other, has recently been analyzed by Michael Heidelberger." In 
fact there is an entire series of substantial systematic similarities here. 
They pertain not only to the monistic identification of mind and body, 
but also to the related idea that body and soul are two aspects of one 


3 Cf. Zeltner (1975). 
14 Cf. Heidelberger (1993: 150); Kuntze (1892: 105). 
'S Heidelberger (1993); Heidelberger (2002). 
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and the same substance. Fechner and Spinoza share a panpsychism, 
the thesis of the animation of all that exists. 

Fechner explicitly acknowledged his proximity to Spinoza; confess- 
ing that his own theory might “appear to be pure Spinozism”.' He 
continues: 


Spinoza’s view permits, as does our own, the double, materialistic and 
spiritualistic conception of the region of existence by allowing the identi- 
cally one being (substance) to be grasped and pursued once as corporeal 
(under the attribute of extension), then again as mental (under the attri- 
bute of thought), yet connecting both modes of conception through the 
substantial identity of the fundamental being. According to Spinoza, if 
man so desires, then one can regard this process under the attribute of 
thought, i.e. as a psychic one, but just as well as a physical one, or under 
the attribute of extension by reflecting upon the corporeal change that 
has its place prerequisitely in the will.’ 


Fechner goes beyond Spinoza by presenting at least a stepping stone 
to a solution of what must be one of the most urgent problems of 
identity theoretical approaches. If mind and material are identical, 
how can the gaping chasm between our mental experience and our 
experience of bodily processes be explained? Indeed, in what sense 
exactly can simple neuronal activities be held as ‘identical’ with the 
multifarious conscious experience of pain, colour or aroma, such as we 
know them from the first person perspective? This problem has been 
discussed since antiquity,'* it occurs in Leibniz’? and constitutes one of 
the main themes in Dubois-Reymonds famous ‘ignorabimus’-speech; 
even today it is one of the central objections to the identification of 
mind and matter.” Even if one thinks the problem soluble, one must 
admit that the fundamental problem is evident, and a solution is at 
least not obvious. 

Spinoza considers this question only in passing. As already men- 
tioned, he restricts himself to the statement that we are dealing with 
two different attributes, between which we may change back and forth 
in our descriptions. In other words, no more is really said than that 
a solution to the problem is not completely impossible. How such a 


16 Fechner (1922, II: 155). 
7 Fechner (1922, II: 155). 
18 Cf. Lange (1908). 
° Cf. Leibnitz (1979). 
2 Cf. Pauen (1999); Pauen/Stephan (2002). 
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solution might look remains completely open. By contrast, Fechner is 
more directly engaged. 

By way of a first step, Fechner explains the difference between men- 
tal and physical phenomena through the fact that we are capable of 
making a change between perspectives of the first person and that of 
the third person, between the inner view and the outer view, vis-a-vis 
the same processes: 


Corpus and mind, or body and soul, or the material and the ideal, or 
physical and psychic,...differ not in the final ground and essence, but 
only according to the standpoint of the conception or view. What to 
itself appears from the inner standpoint as mental, psychic, may appear 
to the vis-a-vis by the power of its outer standpoint only in another 
form, which is naturally that of the bodily material expression. The dif- 
ference of the appearance depends on the difference of the standpoint 
of regard, and on the one who stands there. 


Fechner himself recognizes in this explanation—of the difference 
between body and soul through the change between the inner and 
outer perspective—an important difference between his own theory 
and that of Spinoza: 


That Spinoza in this respect does not keep pace with us is due to his mis- 
understanding of the circumstance upon which the difference between 
the bodily and the mental attribute (for us: of bodily and mental appear- 
ance) is based.” 


It is not necessary to call extra attention to the fact that even Fechner’s 
suggestion does not solve the problem. Nevertheless, the author does 
deliver, with his indication of the difference between inner and outer 
perspective, at least the beginning of an explanation: One of the chief 
differences between inner and outer perspectives consists in the fact 
that perceptive processes which play no role in the inner perspective 
are involved in the outer perspective. This difference helps to explain 
why discrepancies between the inner and the outer perspective must arise, 
but it cannot explain why the discrepancies are as we experience them. 

I would like to briefly mention a second difference as well, one 
that is closely connected to Fechner’s idea of changing perspectives. 
Fechner believes that he can avoid the problems that arise in Spinoza’s 
work through the parallelism of psychic and physical causal chains, 


2! Fechner (1922, II: 156). 
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because he allows for an alternation between the inner and outer 
perspective. When a certain conviction gives rise to a wish, this con- 
nection can also be understood as the effect of a mental upon a physical 
state, namely, upon the physical process that corresponds to the wish.” 
But considering that the problem in Spinoza is not really grave, this 
difference does not carry much weight. 

With his theory, Fechner founded monistic psychophysical paral- 
lelism, which dominated the discussion of the mind-body problem 
around the turn of the 20th century. Followers of this theory included 
Alois Riehl, Ernst Mach and Albert Einstein; Herbert Feigl, one of the 
founders of the identity theory, was also familiar with this approach— 
apparently mediated through Schlick and Riehl.” Although most of 
the other proponents of this conception reject Fechner’s panpsychism, 
they still agree with him both in their monistic presuppositions and 
in the belief that the difference between mental and certain physical 
phenomena can finally be traced back only to different accesses or 
perspectives, and not to a difference in the matter itself. The elements 
of this view, rooted in Spinoza both systematically and with respect to 
the history of reception, can still be found in Feigl, who speaks here 
of a “twofold access”. 

Surprisingly, now even empirical scientists are seeing fertile ground 
for further developments arising from Spinoza’s work. The best 
known example is Antonio Damasio, who after a critical treatment of 
“Descartes’ error” emphasized parallels between Spinoza’s theory and 
modern neuroscience, referring to Spinoza as a “protobiologist”, who 


» “According to Spinoza, the mind has no influence upon the body, nor the body 


upon the mind; both only go together, causally independent of one another. Spinoza 
accordingly knows no teleological view which makes the order of the material world 
dependent upon mental intentions, but rejects them principally, and must do so, as no 
principle of transition occurs between its attributes (that of the bodily and the mental), 
except the most universal through the notion of substance; with us, on the other hand, 
the teleological view finds principally a sphere of influence far beyond that normally 
assumed.” Fechner (1922, II: 155f.). 

3 Cf. Heidelberger (2002). 

24 “The ‘mental’ states or events (in the sense of raw feels) are the referents (the 
denotata) of the phenomenal terms of the language of introspection, as well as of 
certain terms of the neurophysiological language. For this reason I have in previous 
publications called my view a ‘double-language theory’. But, as I have explained above, 
this way of phrasing it is possibly misleading in that it suggests a purely analytic (logi- 
cal) translatability between the statements in the two languages. It may therefore be 
wiser to speak instead of twofold access or double knowledge” Feigl (1967: 80). 

23 Damasio (1994). 
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recognized principles upon which modern neurosciences could also 
build. In particular, the discoveries of emotion research agree in many 
cases with suggestions that can already be found in Spinoza.” 


4. SUMMARY 


Ihe paradoxical lesson is this: Starting with certain metaphysical 
premises Spinoza comes up with a solution to the mind-body problem 
which resembles our contemporary, often explicitly anti-metaphysical 
thought in many respects. This ought not be taken as an occasion to 
forget the roots of his theory of mind in its own time nor its prob- 
lems. Nevertheless, one must give it significant credit as a forerun- 
ner of insights that only many generations later have found their way 
into the general discussion. However, it is not only for this reason 
that much interest in this theory has recently arisen. The treatment of 
Spinoza is interesting not only for historical reasons, but also proves 
fruitful under systematic aspects as well, even if one can hardly adopt 
the specific detail of Spinoza’s suggested solutions today. 


Acknowledgments: I would like to thank Daniel Miller, Kati Hennig 
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THE DEFINITION OF THE HUMAN MIND 
AND THE NUMERICAL DIFFERENCE BETWEEN SUBJECTS 
(2P11-2P13S) 


Ursula Renz 


If we take Spinoza’s Ethics as a point of departure for reflecting about 
our own experiences, sooner or later we will come up against the 
following fundamental problem: how is it that we can ascribe certain 
experiences to ourselves and, at the same time, not to somebody else? 
Say, for example, I meet an old schoolmate whom I haven’t seen for 
years. We exchange news and he tells me in glowing terms about a 
mountain hike he went on last weekend. I know this hike very well, 
having gone on it myself several years ago. But in my case, the mountain 
excursion ended tragically. On our descent, my companion suffered 
a serious accident and later died of the injuries. As one can easily 
imagine, my friend’s story will affect me in a way that he, knowing 
nothing of my experience, will hardly be able to comprehend. Since 
this is not the appropriate occasion to tell him about it, I will try not 
to let him see my reaction to his account. I will tell myself that his 
memory of the view from the summit is a different one from mine. 
Behavior such as this presupposes—among other things (which I will 
not discuss here)—that I and the narrator of the story are two different 
subjects. When my friend tells me about the hike, his story does not 
eo ipso become my own experience, but rather inscribes itself into my 
life story and therefore this evokes associations that are my own. The 
fact that the name of this mountain is for me linked to an experience 
very different in kind from that of my friend is partly due to the fact 
that we are numerically different, and to the fact that I am aware of 
this difference. 

As readers of the Ethics, we can ask ourselves: how can we under- 
stand the numerical difference between different subjects within Spi- 
noza’s conceptual framework? This is far from obvious. The reason is 
not that the modern concept of the subject as a self-conscious being is 
unknown to Spinoza. It is true that in the Ethics the term ‘subjectum 
does not have the present-day meaning enriched by the theory of con- 
sciousness. It is used in the traditional, i.e. logical-ontological sense of 
a res singularis, to which, as a grammatical subject, we ascribe certain 
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attributes. The problem, however, cannot be as easily proclaimed his- 
torically relative as the terminology, which the consideration of the 
numerical difference between subjects makes clear. 

There is another more serious reason why it is difficult to account 
for the numerical difference between subjects on the basis of the Eth- 
ics: Spinoza—in contrast to Descartes, but also in contrast to Aristotle 
or Thomas Aquinas—cannot fall back on the concept of substance at 
this point. Since for Spinoza there is only one substance,’ the differ- 
ence between subjects cannot be understood as the difference between 
substances. Inversely, Spinoza’s concept of mode, in the absence of 
additional determinations, is too widely applicable to be of any use for 
explaining the particulars of this difference. It may provide a concep- 
tual framework to account for numerical distinctions between indi- 
vidual entities on a general metaphysical level,” but it is of no use when 
we want to explain why we make a distinction between each other 
as human subjects. Even two raindrops are two different modes in 
Spinoza’s terminology, yet they become one the moment they come 
into contact with one another. 

It is not surprising that, in the course of the reception of his phi- 
losophy, Spinoza’s ideas have been repeatedly criticised with respect to 
precisely this point—that he allows the concrete individual subject to 
disappear.* With his ontological concepts alone Spinoza cannot make 
any headway here, and in this regard the above-mentioned reproach 
does indeed touch upon a critical point in his approach. Still, I do 
not believe that this reproach is justified. On at least two levels, the 
Ethics does provide the outlines of an explanation. On the one hand, 
in the lemmata discussing physics which follows 2p13, Spinoza crafts 
a concept of individuality which allows one to distinguish between 
individuals on the basis of constitutional types and degrees of integra- 
tion. Unlike the individuality of raindrops, which is highly dependent 
on the situation and, also very limited because of their low degree 
of cohesion, the individuality of organisms is governed by the orga- 
nization of the body, so that it can remain stable for more than just 


1 Cf. Della Rocca in this book. 

2 Cf. Hartbecke (2008). 

> This criticism became popular above all through Pierre Bayle’s lexicon article (cf. 
ibid. 1983: 67) and later again through Hegel (1986, Werke 5: 178f. and Werke 20: 
189f.). It certainly surfaced shortly after the posthumous appearance of the Ethics, for 
instance in Malebranche (1992: 826). It is also quite possible that Spinoza’s interlocutors 
had already advanced it during his lifetime. 
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a moment. Initially this individuality is founded merely on physical 
considerations, but later Spinoza provides a metaphysical foundation 
for it with the concept of conatus, and he uses it to explain individual 
states of mind. 

On the other hand, the Ethics defines the concept of the human 
mind from the start in such a way as not only to answer the question 
‘What is the human mind?’ but also the question ‘How am I, insofar 
as I am a mind, different from other minds?’ In the text, this definition 
precedes the introduction of the physical concept of individuality. The 
sequence is significant because it implies that the question about the 
numerical difference between subjects is a theoretical problem which 
is different from that of the individuation of bodies and can be clari- 
fied without taking into account physical states of affair. In spite of 
the ontological unity of body and mind, I believe that the explanation 
of a numerical difference between subjects does not coincide with the 
explanation of physical individuality. 

In the following paper, I will be referring only to the problem of 
the numerical difference between minds related to the concept of the 
human mind. I will show that propositions 2p11 to 2p13 are essential 
for Spinoza’s solution to this problem. In his derivation of the con- 
cept of the human mind, Spinoza is seeking to unburden himself step 
by step of the consequences of his substance monism which are later 
repeatedly held against him. Essentially this group of propositions tries 
to explicate why we can assume the numerical difference between sub- 
jects in spite of the monism of substance. 

I would like to conclude this introduction with a terminological 
remark. As mentioned above, Spinoza does not use the concept of the 
subject in the modern sense of the term, which has been enriched by the 
theory of consciousness. Instead, he speaks of mens humana, of mens as 
an individuum or of nos. All of these expressions refer to us as human 
beings insofar as we can consider ourselves to be singular mental enti- 
ties. When I speak of subjects in the following, I am using the term as an 
abbreviation for this relatively complex manner of speaking. 


1. 2P11: THE HUMAN MIND AS AN IDEA 


Spinoza begins his discussion of the concept of the human with a 
provisional definition of its ontological status: according to 2p11, the 
human mind is “nothing but the idea of a singular thing which actually 
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exists”. This definition follows directly from the preceding proposition 
and its corollary, which state that in relation to man as a whole, the 
being of substance does not pertain to man (2p10), and that his essence 
is constituted by modifications or modes of the attributes of the single 
substance (2pllc). From an ontological point of view, the human 
mind belongs to the class of dependent things, whose existence and 
being is subject to external causal influences. 

The notion of idea not only serves to categorize the human mind 
ontologically, but also brings another element into play: intentionality. 
The human mind, just by virtue of being what it is, is intentional, (i.e. 
it basically consists in thinking about something, knowing something 
or being aware of something). This is unusual, both from the point of 
view of our intuition and in the historical context. Normally, we think 
that the mind has intentional states, i.e. is related to things by virtue 
of what it does (i.e. representing, knowing or feeling) rather than what 
it is. Implicitly, we distinguish between the entity that has knowledge 
and the knowledge that it has. Most of Spinoza’s contemporaries also 
made such a distinction, and as the objections to Descartes Meditations, 
published at the time, show, philosophers at that time relied on this 
conceptual distinction too. It is notable, for instance, that both Hobbes’ 
objection to the Cartesian duality of substance, and Descartes’ rejection 
of the same, invoke this distinction. The opponents even agree that 
there is a difference between actions (actiones) and abilities ( facultates) 
on the one hand, and the thing (res) that carries them out or has them, 
ie. the subject (subjectum) in which they inhere, on the other.‘ 

In 2p11 Spinoza rejects this difference out of principle. The human 
mind is not categorically different from the thoughts or ideas that are 
in it. It is not the principle, or the invisible bearer, of knowledge. It 
itself is knowledge. With this claim, Spinoza is committing the Ethics 
to a cognitivist approach: whatever our mind does or feels depends on 
the ideas it has. In the course of the second, and especially the third 
part, Spinoza will seek to refine this cognitivist approach, so that it 


+ Cf. Descartes (AT, VII: 172-176). The difference between Descartes’ and Hobbes’ 
treatment of this distinction is that according to Hobbes, the mind belongs to the level 
of the properties and only the body is to be taken as a subjectum, Descartes, on the 
other hand, considers both the body and the mind as belonging to the level of subjecta. 
Rousset (1996) shows that Spinoza had a detailed knowledge of the various objections 
to Descartes’ Meditations and his replies to them, and took them into account at vari- 
ous points in his Ethics. 
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not only corresponds to the requirements of his ontology but is also 
compatible with the intuitions of his readers.’ 

Spinoza addresses some of these intuitions in the proof of 2p11. It 
is remarkable that this proof, unlike any other passage of the Ethics, 
rests on the axioms of the second book. These axioms,—in contrast 
to those of the first book, which essentially consist in the explanation 
of conceptual relations between various fundamental concepts—bring 
various historical insights (2al) or phenomenological facts (2a2-5) 
down to acommon denominator. In both cases, a certain experience 
is presupposed.‘ This shows that in spite of the prima facie counter- 
intuitive turn which he gives to his theory of mind with 2p11, Spinoza 
does not want to simply cut himself off from our previous knowledge. 
Rather, he wants to describe this previous knowledge in a new way. 
Certain aspects are amenable to correction, others prove to be resistant 
to reform. 

Specifically, two of our everyday intuitions are particularly relevant 
to 2plldem. First, Spinoza attests to the fact that the idea which con- 
stitutes the mind is, by nature, prior to the modi cogitandi that it has. 
This mitigates the vexation emanating from equating the mind with 
an idea. When Spinoza claims that there is no categorical difference 
between the mind and its, ideas, he obviously does not mean that no 
specific differences exist. On the contrary, he assumes that the knowl- 
edge which, according to his approach, constitutes the human mind 
is prior to, and therefore more fundamental than, the knowledge we 
say we ‘have’. 

Second, in the next sentence, also with reference to 2a3, Spinoza 
hints at a further aspect that is relatively resistant to reform: he assumes 
that modi cogitandi or ideas are ‘in’ a particular individual. In order 
to understand this claim it is crucial to place the emphasis correctly. 
Spinoza is not qualifying our ideas as something ‘inner’, he is simply 
claiming that ideas are always had by particular individuals. Ideas are 
not simply in the world, they are always in the thinking of particular 
historical subjects. 


5 In the following, the term intuition is employed not in the sense of Spinoza’s 
concept of scientia intuitiva but employs contemporary usage, where it means the 
“implicit knowledge” in which certain ways of acting and speaking are based, and 
which we believe to be given. 

° Cf. also Gueroult (1974: 31) and Bartuschat (1992: 65f.). 
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The presupposition here is the same as the one which I referred to at 
the start: it must be possible to make a numerical distinction between 
human minds or subjects. It is important to note, however, that 2p11 
only presupposes the numerical difference between subjects. It does 
not show in what exactly it consists. That is left to 2p13. In 2p11, Spi- 
noza is only providing a preliminary justification of his approach. 


2. 2P11C: Our IDEAS IN Gop’s UNDERSTANDING 


We have seen that ideas do not just consist in their relationship with 
certain objects or states of affairs and their representation of these, but 
that they are also ‘had’ by someone. Ideas can always be ascribed to a 
particular subject. Given that, one can ask: who is the subject having 
the idea which, according to 2p11, constitutes the human mind? This 
idea, too, must be had by someone. Basically, there are two possible 
answers to this question: either God or the infinite understanding is 
the subject, or man himself. While the few commentators who express 
a view on this matter assume that the subject must be God (or the infi- 
nite understanding),’ I consider this to be improbable for two reasons. 

First, 2d3 explicitly states that ideas are concepts formed by the 
mind and not, for instance, by the understanding, intellectus. But 
Spinoza usually uses the expression mens with reference to man or in 
analogy to man, as will be shown in detail below (see section 5). One 
has to assume that this also applies to the definition in question, and 
that the forming of ideas is per definitionem done by the mind of a 
human or a human-like being. 

Second, one of the most important goals of the Ethics is to pull the 
conceptual rug from under the feet of any form of anthropomorphism 
in relation to God. One of the ways Spinoza tries to achieve this is by 
exposing the assumption of teleological causation as a natural preju- 
dice of human thought (lapp).® As an alternative to the temptation of 
teleological thinking, he proposes a conception of metaphysics which 


7 The most explicit statement of this view is to be found in Wilson (1999: 128), in 
her critique of the comparisons of Spinoza’s concept of the human understanding to 
the concepts of the Philosophy of Mind. Others, e.g. Gueroult (1974: 126), presuppose 
it, and still others simply evade the issue by employing different expressions with- 
out explicitly stating the presuppositions upon which these are based, e.g. Bartuschat 
(1992: 82f.) or Bennett (1984: 177). 

® Cf. also Wolf in this book. 
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calls into question the assumption of a personal God. This conception 
of metaphysics is based on a conjunction of rational theology and gen- 
eral ontology,’ so that seemingly theological problems are reformulated 
as ontological ones. Even if Spinoza makes frequent mention of God, 
he is actually addressing questions on what there is and not questions 
about the properties of God. It would be a mistake to read Spinoza’s 
claims about God or the divine substance as theological claims. One 
must rather understand them as ontological statements. 

It would run counter to Spinoza’s use of the term mens as well as 
the fundamental anti-anthropomorphous thrust of the Ethics, if, in his 
theory of the human mind, he conceived of God the way the average 
17th to 20th Century Cartesian conceived of the human mind: as a 
subject who produces ideas, including ideas representing human or 
other minds. One therefore has to assume that when Spinoza speaks of 
the idea constituting the human mind, he means an idea, which man 
himself has insofar as he is a thinking being. 

This poses two problems. On the one hand, one can ask oneself 
how to explain that the human mind is an idea and at the same time 
produces ideas. This problem becomes less acute if one calls to mind 
that 2d3 is probably implicitly taking a stand on the above-mentioned 
dispute between Descartes and Hobbes. Although in this context the 
human mind does not enjoy the status of substance, Spinoza obvi- 
ously considers Hobbes’ approach, according to which ideas are to be 
understood as activities or properties of a physical subjectum, to be 
misguided. In opposition to this reduction, 2d3 states that ideas are 
mental entities which follow from our existence as a res cogitans. The 
definition invokes the non-physical nature of our ideas and is not to 
be understood as a statement about psychological attributes. 

On the other hand, the assumption that man himself is the subject 
of the idea that constitutes his mind poses a problem of interpretation. 
How is 2pllc to be understood against this backdrop? Doesn’t this 
corollary, which concludes from the definition of the human mind as 
an idea “that the human Mind is a part of the infinite intellect of God”, 
indicate that it is the divine understanding which after all is pulling the 
strings behind our backs? 

Not at all. It is important to keep in mind that in 2p11c Spinoza is 
not affirming a causal relationship between the infinite intellect and 


? Cf. Schnepf (1996: 103) and Schnepf (1999: 140f.). 
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the human mind, but rather a semantic equivalence between two types 
of statements. This is made clear by the two occurrences of dicimus: 


Therefore, when we say that the human Mind perceives this or that, we 
are saying nothing but that God, not insofar as he is infinite, but insofar 
as he is explained through the nature of the human Mind, or insofar 
as he constitutes the essence of the human Mind, has this or that idea; 
(Emphases U.R.) 


Spinoza is showing here how certain everyday manners of speaking 
are to be translated into the language of his general ontology. Further- 
more, it should be noted that 2p11c does not affirm the equivalence 
of “God has a certain idea x’ to “The human mind consists in a certain 
idea x’, but rather that “God has, insofar as he constitutes the essence 
of the human mind, the idea of y or z to “The human mind perceives 
y or Z. 2pllc is no longer speaking about the idea that constitutes the 
human mind but about the ideas that the mind has. 

If 2pllc is read in this way, then it cannot be claimed that Spinoza 
in any way eliminates human subjects in favor of a divine subject, or 
delegates their being as subject to God, as it were, so that God does 
the things we commonly imagine ourselves to be doing. Rather, the 
step Spinoza is taking with 2pllc is on a meta-theoretical level. He 
is identifying certain statements about the human mind with state- 
ments about certain relations in the infinite understanding. The con- 
sequences, however, are no less radical. Spinoza is basically claiming 
nothing less than a kind of semantic holism in which the meaning of 
the content of the ideas we have (i.e. our thoughts, perceptions and 
feelings, including the ideas we have of ourselves) are decisively deter- 
mined by the systematic cognitive context in which the ideas which 
constitute these individual mental states are organized. 


3. 2P12: IDEAS IN THE IDEA THAT CONSTITUTES OUR MIND 


The reconstructions of 2pll and 2pllc have shown that our mind 
consists of an idea and that this idea, like all ideas which we have, has 
its content determined by the cognitive context within which it is organ- 
ised. One question remains open: how are we to understand that our 
mind itself has ideas? Clearly this must involve a relationship between 
ideas, so that one idea is ‘in’ another, as it were. Such relationships 
between ideas are mentioned often in the Ethics. Taking up a Cartesian 
example, Spinoza often speaks about the fact that the idea of a sum of 
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angles equaling 180 degrees is involved in the idea of a triangle. The 
question is: under what conditions does such a relationship between 
ideas also mean that one idea has another? 

Spinoza gives a first answer to this question in 2p12. The proposition 
states: “Whatever happens in the object of the idea constituting the 
human Mind [...] there will necessarily be an idea of that thing in the 
Mind”. What is remarkable here is the proposition’s form. It not only 
refers to everything (quicquid) that happens in the objectum mentis, 
it also affirms that the mind necessarily (necessario) must (debet) have 
an idea of it, ie. that there will be (dabitur) an idea of it. The proposi- 
tion is not an empirical observation about our actual perception of 
occurrences within our bodies, it is a categorical statement affirming a 
necessary connection between the idea that constitutes our mind and 
a certain group of ideas that is in it. 

In the second sentence of 2p12, Spinoza makes clear what kind of 
ideas are meant. Here for the first time, albeit hypothetically, the body 
is assumed to be the object of the mind: “if the object of the idea con- 
stituting a human Mind is a body, nothing can happen in that body 
which is not perceived by the Mind.” This suggests that 2p12 concerns 
the phenomenon of psychosomatic perceptions, as in common knowl- 
edge we are often aware in one way or another of what is happening 
in our bodies. 

This assumption has repeatedly given cause for puzzlement in the 
literature on Spinoza. The phenomenon of psychosomatic perception 
per se is familiar. Who has not experienced the creeping nausea that 
can suddenly dominate our thoughts? Clearly we are aware of how 
well or badly our stomach digests a dish (or a piece of bad news). It 
is astounding, though, how absurd the consequences of 2p12 can be, 
precisely if we read it as relating directly to the question of the psycho- 
somatic connection. Does it really make sense to believe that we have a 
perception of every single event happening in our body? This assump- 
tion, which all commentators who put the main emphasis on the sec- 
ond line of 2p12 impute to Spinoza, is quite counterintuitive, even if 
one assumes that the reference here is to an unconscious or confused 
perception.” 


10 Cf. above all Bennett (1984: 14 and 155); Della Rocca (1996a: 9 and 24); Wilson 
(1999: 137f). 
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The problem can be cleared up if one distinguishes between the 
actual claim and its illustration. We can presume that the second sen- 
tence of 2p12 is primarily presenting the case of the body as an illus- 
tration. Spinoza is showing the reader what kind of event he is talking 
about. The claim itself, by contrast, which he so categorically defends 
in this proposition, does not refer to events in the body but rather to 
events in the object. Spinoza does not claim that we perceive all the 
physiological events taking place in the human body, but rather that 
we must have a perception of events exactly insofar as they happen in 
the object of our mind." 

Spinoza does not deny the psychosomatic connection, but specifies 
the scope within which it actually becomes noticeable. Our stomach 
can belong to the object of our mind; every single cell of our stomach 
wall, however, cannot. Consequently, we do not perceive a single cell 
dying; we do, however, perceive the indigestion caused by some food 
we have eaten. Our actual perception of physiological events depends 
upon how, to what extent and with what phenomenological intensity 
the body actually is the object of our mind. Whether or not we per- 
ceive a single event depends upon how it relates to our mind, not to 
our body.” 

Spinoza’s argument in 2pl2dem confirms this interpretation of 
2p12. The proof is based on three prior affirmations: 2p11, 2pllc, 
which have already been discussed above, and 2p9c. Above all, it is 
this last corollary which is decisive for 2p12dem: Spinoza there affirms 
that there is an idea in God of what happens in a singular thing only 
insofar as he has an idea of that thing, and not absolutely. Concretely, 
this means that the event has to be knowable precisely for the thing in 
which it takes place, but not necessarily for everyone. In 2p9c, then, 
the universal knowability of all being in God, which is assumed in 2p3, 
is regionalised. In other words, the corollary formulates a rule about 
the scope within which events are knowable. The scope within which 
they are knowable corresponds exactly to the scope within which they 
have an effect. 

2p12 applies this rule to the idea which, according to 2p11, constitutes 
the human mind. The human mind, too, has knowledge of what hap- 
pens in its object exactly insofar as what happens affects the individual 


11 Cf. also Renz (2009). 
12 Cf. also Parkinson (1954: 111). 
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whose mind it is, and only to this extent are the events relevant to it 
at all. This is likely to be helpful for clarifying the question of whether 
an idea being within another idea corresponds to a perception. The 
fact that idea ‘A’ is had by idea ‘P’ is obviously correlated with the fact 
that the event A, represented in idea ‘A’, has an effect on the thing B 
in a way that is relevant for B. The perception of events is connected 
with the relevance of this thing for the perceiving of it. Not all events 
are equally relevant for all the things involved. For my schoolmate, 
who tells me in glowing terms about his mountain hike, the fatal fall 
of my late friend is not relevant in the way that it is for me. But I am 
reminded of it by the mere mention of the mountain. It will only affect 
my schoolmate insofar as my dampened mood rubs off on him. 

If, however, and that is the actual point of 2p12, an event is relevant 
for a thing, then the perception of it is necessary and not optional. We 
can talk ourselves out of the significance of an event, but we cannot freely 
dispose of our knowledge of it. The fact that we actually have ideas there- 
fore means simply that events happen which concern us to the extent that 
we cannot help but perceive them. Thereby Spinoza rules out the notion 
that one has the ability to produce ideas spontaneously at will. 


4, 2P13: THE Bopy AS OBJECT OF THE HUMAN MIND 


The explanations in 2p11 and 2pllc show that the human mind is 
an idea or a kind of knowledge of a certain object. But this deter- 
mination carries a danger with it. Knowledge, at least under certain 
circumstances, is transferable. I can communicate knowledge to other 
persons, and then they also have this knowledge. If I wished to claim 
such communicability for my mind, however, I would have to take 
questionable consequences into the bargain. I would have to assume 
that it would be possible, in principle, to dictate the knowledge consti- 
tuting my own mind to all persons, so that all of mankind would have 
only one numerically single mind—my own. That may be a tempt- 
ing prospect in the imagination of an absolutist monarch. However, it 
contradicts the intuition, referred to above, of a numerical difference 
between subjects. If Spinoza, as it seems in 2p11, wants to hold fast to 
this intuition he must show that there is something about the knowl- 
edge that constitutes my mind which I cannot communicate the way 
I communicate, for instance, the knowledge that Spinoza died in Den 
Haag on 21 February 1677. 
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It is precisely this problem that Spinoza is addressing in 2p13 when he 
claims that 


The object of the idea constituting the human Mind is the Body. 


Unlike practically all commentators, I take this proposition to be 
not simply an answer to the question of the ontological relationship 
between the body and the mind, this question was answered on a general 
level with 2p7s. Instead, my suggested reading is that this proposition 
is about the epistemic grounds on which we ascribe affections to our- 
selves. I say epistemic because the proposition concerns the question 
of why we perceive ourselves as numerically different subjects, and not 
the question of how we actually are distinct, and physically separate, 
individuals; this is a problem which Spinoza only addresses after he 
addresses the physics. 

My interpretation will now be presented somewhat more precisely. 
At first glance, the formulation of 2p13 seems vague in several respects. 
It is not clear to what kind of a body 2p13 refers. Because there are 
no definite articles in Latin and because 2p13 uses neither a personal 
pronoun nor any modifying phrase to indicate which kind of body is 
meant, the text seems to leave it undecided whether this concerns a 
certain particular body, for instance the table in front of me, which 
happens to be the object of my ideas, or if the body in the sense of 
our own body is meant. Frequent misunderstandings notwithstand- 
ing, it is possible to solve this problem definitively. In the first place, 
2a4, which 2p13dem invokes, speaks of a certain, ‘quoddam, body. 
Secondly, later references (for instance, in 2p19dem) show that 2p13 
is about the human body. It is not just any body which happens to be 
the object of our ideas which is meant here, but rather the body which 
corresponds to the human mind." We will return to the question of 
why this body is not explicitly mentioned in 2p13. 

But now, a further problem needs to be discussed. If 2p13 is indeed 
about the human body, what is it about this body which is respon- 
sible for the fact that it and not something else qualifies as objectum 
mentis? Is Spinoza thinking of certain physiological features of the 
human body, for instance the fact that the human body has a central 
nervous system?" 


13 Cf. also Hallet (1972). 
1 Cf. Odegard (1975: 77). 
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Indeed, following the lemmata on physics, inserted between 2p13 
and 2p14, Spinoza makes the claim that the aptitude of our mind for 
perceiving many things at once is connected with the physiological 
constitution of the human body (2p14). One feature of this constitution 
is that it is comprised of fluid, soft and hard parts (2p13post2). There- 
fore, if an external body affects a fluid part of the human body, this can 
be impressed upon the soft parts (2p13post5), so that traces of affec- 
tions remain preserved in the body beyond the time of their occur- 
rence (2pl3post5). This, in turn, is a physiological presupposition of 
the explanation of memory (2p17) and the association of ideas (2p 18). 
The manner in which the human body is constituted is therefore sig- 
nificant for the cognitive performance attributed to the human mind. 

In 2p13, however, there is not yet any mention of the cognitive 
performance of the human mind. If one asks on what basis 2p13 quali- 
fies the human body as the privileged object of the mind, one must 
take into account that Spinoza has not yet clarified what the specific 
characteristics of the human body are. It is however problematic to 
deduce from later references to 2p13 that this proposition already 
refers to the biological constitution of the human body. It makes more 
sense to consider the expression corpus humanum in later references 
to this proposition as an equivalent to the demonstrative reference 
to ‘our body’, but it differs from the latter expression by avoiding 
the indexical. This also throws new light onto Spinoza’s use of the 
expression mens humana. One can assume by analogy that at times the 
adjective humana in this expression is meant to replace the possessive 
pronoun ‘our’. 

The proof of 2p13 confirms this interpretation. It is a reduction ad 
absurdum,” the point of which can be made clear in the following 
thought experiment: let us assume, following from the provisional def- 
inition of 2p11, that our mind consists in some idea of an individual 
thing. Say, for example, my mind is the idea of the postman who has 
just rung my doorbell. Reciprocally, the mind of the postman consists 
in the idea of my body sitting at my desk. What would that mean for 
the ideas that we have? Nothing else but that the postman would have 
to feel the affections my body suffers when I, hurrying to the door, 
hit against the edge of the table, whereas I myself wouldn’t notice a 
thing. 


15 Cf. for the exact analysis Lévy (2000: 97 and 100). 
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A scenario such as this is absurd and, even more important, it 
contradicts our experience; it is counter-intuitive. In his argument in 
2p13dem Spinoza invokes this intuition, referring for the only time in 
the entire Ethics to 2a4, which states that we “feel a certain body to be 
affected in many ways.”'° Basically, this axiom just states the phenom- 
enological fact that when something physically happens to our body, 
we often feel it. Certainly, claiming the contrary, we would be totally 
unaware of the things which touch us, and this would be a gross 
violation of everyday experience. 

2p13 presupposes, therefore, that we know when our body is affected 
by something. One can assume that when Spinoza identifies the 
human mind with the idea of the body, he does not mean the abstract 
ontological identity of body and mind but rather, as I have suggested, 
a kind of self-knowledge, which is always at work whenever we intui- 
tively perceive a certain body to be ours. The human mind, then, con- 
sists in a sort of knowledge of its own body. 

At this juncture we need to clarify one last point. If 2p13 is indeed 
about self-knowledge, then why is it that in both, 2p13 and 2a4, Spi- 
noza does not speak of ‘our body’? Spinoza could easily have compen- 
sated for the lack of an article in Latin by speaking in 2p13 of ‘corpus 
noster instead of just ‘corpus’, or, as he was to do later, of “corpus 
humanus”. The question is: are there grounds for this vagueness? Of 
course, we cannot know whether it is deliberate or not. There is some 
indication, however, that Spinoza’s linguistic vagueness here is system- 
atic. For it is remarkable that he later—more precisely, starting with 
2p13s—speaks without hesitation of “our body”. 

One can surmise that this has something to do with 2p13 itself. By 
not speaking explicitly of our body, proposition 2p13 fulfills a double 
function. It not only determines what the object of the idea that con- 
stitutes our mind is, it also stipulates that our body consists precisely in 
the objective contents of this idea. The anthropological and epistemo- 
logical consequences of this are considerable. It becomes fundamen- 
tally conceivable that several variations are possible, not in answer to 
the question, ‘with which body do we identify ourselves?’ (no one in 
his right mind would identify himself with the body of his postman), 
but as regards the perception of the individual boundaries between our 


16 Curley translates: “We feel that a certain body is affected in many way.” However, 
I think it is worthwhile to remain faithful to the Latin structure of the sentence. 
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body and others. The concept of one’s own body is thus something 
that can vary. 

Objectively, that makes perfect sense. Take, for example, a child 
who cries unintentionally when someone steps on her doll, or a prac- 
ticed surgeon, who seems to feel the tools in his hand as prolongations 
of his limbs. Both have an implicit knowledge of the limits of their 
own bodies which is different from that of the average European. The 
size and the phenomenological intensity of the body that is perceived 
as one’s ‘own’ are obviously dependent upon diverse external factors 
pertaining to biography, biology, social background or even the his- 
tory of science.” 

Whether Spinoza really intends to go in this direction with the 
vagueness of 2p13 and leave the concept of one’s own body open to 
historical interpretation, as it were, is a question that has to remain 
unanswered here. From a purely historical point of view, we can say 
that he must have known the phenomenon as such, since he will have 
been familiar, for instance, with the instances of phantom pain dis- 
cussed by Descartes. Also, the propositions following the lemmata on 
physics suggest that the concept of one’s own body has no fixed value 
for Spinoza. 

We can assume, then, that Spinoza implicitly makes a distinction 
between two different problems. It is one thing to ask if we can iden- 
tify our body, another to ask what it is and how it appears to us. The 
position of 2p13 on these two questions is very different. With respect 
to the first question, the proposition invokes our phenomenological 
certainty. With respect to the second, it leaves open the possibility that 
our self-perception is dependent on empirical factors. 


5. 2P13S: THE ANIMATE UNIVERSE AND SPECIFIC DIFFERENCES 
BETWEEN TYPES OF MINDS 


In the previous section it was shown that the definition of the mens 
humana in 2p13 does not focus on the specific difference between the 
human mind and the mind or the soul of other beings, but rather on 
the numerical difference between subjects. But what about the other 
problem: how does Spinoza answer the question about the specific 


17 Cf. Polanyi (1985: 21) as well as Polanyi (1974: 58f.). 
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difference between the human mind and the minds of other beings, for 
instance those of animals? 

Two possibilities are conceivable. Spinoza could, on the basis of 
2p11, be defending panpsychism, according to which all particular 
ideas must be minds. According to this position, not only persons and 
animals but also plants, stones, mountains, tables and atoms would 
have a mind, and one would also have to regard the ideas of, say, indi- 
vidual triangles and particular states together with statements about 
their properties, for instance the idea of the surface area of a certain 
triangle, as a mind. On the other hand, one could invoke 2p13 to attri- 
bute a mind only to things that have self-knowledge allowing them to 
identify themselves with one particular body, so that they notice with- 
out difficulty if particular events concern this body or not. Since this 
is a very rudimentary perception of self-knowledge, one could ascribe 
a mind not only to persons but also to animals and perhaps to plants, 
but not, however, to stones, mountains or triangles. 

It is not immediately clear which of these options Spinoza chooses. 
Prima facie it appears that he leans towards the first scenario—at least, 
that is what seems to be indicated by the claim of 2p13s that all things 
are animate (animata). On the other hand, this option, if one expands 
it to include not only stones and mountains but also the surface of 
triangles and states, is so aberrant, that at the very least one has to ask 
oneself if Spinoza might not have had something else in mind with 
his assumption of universal animation. 

Several clues point in this direction. The way in which Spinoza uses 
the traditional pneumatological vocabulary is revealing. He never uses 
terms such as intellectus, voluntas or mens to mean a faculty of the soul 
in a psychological sense. Neither when he ascribes them to God nor 
when he employs them with regard to persons does he use them to 
describe abilities. Instead, these notions are all identified with certain 
ideas. Voluntas is the idea of a wanted thing (2p48 and 2p49), mens 
humana, the idea of the body (2p13) and the intellectus infinitus the 
idea of the essence of God and everything that follows from it (2p3). 

Spinoza does not assume any categorical difference between mind, 
intellect and the will. But he does not use these expressions promis- 
cuously either. Rather, he employs them as though he wanted to 
reserve each of them for a particular context. The expression mens 
is only employed where the reference to human thought is unques- 
tionable or where a mind is attributed to other things—e.g. states—as 
analogous to humans. It belongs to the semantics of the term mens to 
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refer to a human characteristic or at least to something similar. For 
the other expressions, this is not the case. The term intellectus is used 
both for the infinite intellect and for the reasonable human order of 
cognition, and similarly the expression anima or the turn of phrase 
animata esse is used to refer categorically and not just by analogy to 
animate things. Even if mens, anima and intellectus hardly differ in 
their ontological status—they all are only ideas—Spinoza is still obvi- 
ously referring to different aspects in each case. One can surmise that 
with the phrase “all things are animate” he is not claiming that all 
things have a mind.'? 

This is confirmed if one compares the reason which Spinoza gives in 
2p13s for the assumption of universal animation with that of 2p11. In 
2p 13s, he implicitly refers to 2p3, according to which nature, including 
all of its parts and the events that occur in it, is explicable, and this 
means that for each thing there must be an idea which tells why it is 
so and not otherwise. The animation theory of 2p13s is based on this 
rationalistic assumption of a universal and necessary intelligibility of 
all beings. For 2p11, on the other hand, other presuppositions are of 
relevance. As we have shown, this proposition takes into account the 
practice of attributing metal predicates to certain historical subjects, as 
evoked in 2a3. If one wishes to account for this practice theoretically, 
one has to assume that exactly those things have a mind where we not 
only have ideas of them, but we believe them as well to have ideas of 
their own. According to 2p12, that makes sense precisely for those 
things which act as though they would distinguish between events that 
are relevant and those that are irrelevant for them. We can admit dis- 
tinctions such as these for non-human living beings without difficulty, 
but not, however, for stones, atoms or triangles. 

The claim “all things are animate” is therefore not equivalent in 
meaning to the claim ‘all things have a mind’. The first statement just 
claims that there must be an adequate idea of all things, which makes 
these things comprehensible in their essence. This claim is funda- 
mental to the Ethics, and one can safely assume that this is what 
Spinoza wants to say." The second claim, on the other hand, would go 
beyond this and would also admit that all things somehow have ideas 
themselves. Nowhere does Spinoza actually make this second claim, nor 


18 Cf. also Matheron (2003: 135) and Jacquet (2004: 140f.). 
1 Cf. regarding this position also Bouveresse (1992). 
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does he need to consider it to be true in order for his other arguments to 
work. He only makes hypothetical use of it, as for example in his first 
letter to Schuller in 1673, in which he shows, in a thought experiment, 
that even a stone would consider itself free if it perceived itself passing 
on a movement received from an external impulse.” 

We can conclude that Spinoza takes a middle road, not taking the 
cognitive ability which is usually only attributed to the human mind 
as an absolute privilege of human beings, but also does not simply 
attribute a mind to all things. Essentially, the clarification of the ques- 
tion of the specific difference between human and other beings takes 
a back seat to the postulation of a conceptual continuity between the 
human and the non-human mind. 

That, however, does not mean that Spinoza simply abandons the 
basically Aristotelian view that there are several types of living beings 
in nature, corresponding to different forms of self-preservation. This 
becomes clear as soon as one takes a closer look at his physics. Spinoza 
assumes that different forms of individuation exist (2lem4).?! These 
do not serve to preserve a genus as is the case with Aristotle. But they 
determine that the preservation of individuals takes place according 
to genus. This is important for his philosophical project because it 
excludes the possibility of metamorphosis and thereby undermines 
any philosophical anthropocentrism, including theological anthropo- 
morphism.” Like Aristotle, Spinoza distinguishes specific types of liv- 
ing beings. Unlike for Aristotle, though, the concept of form is not a 
basic metaphysical concept for him, and therefore it functions not as 
explanans but rather as explanandum of natural philosophy. The phys- 
ics, as it is sketched out in the lemmata after 2p13s, has, among other 
things, the purpose of making the Aristotelian assumption of specific 
differences between different types of living beings and modes of life 
describable using modern physics. 

According to 2p13s, this discussion about physics, inserted in the 
midst of a theory of mind also has another motivation, which becomes 
important especially for the later books of the Ethics: Spinoza wants 
to be able to distinguish minds not only according to kinds but also 
according to the degree of excellence, praestantia. The degree of excel- 


20 G 4: 266. 
21 Cf. Zourabichvili (2002: 26f.). 
22 Cf. Moreau (1994a: 32). 
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lence of a mind concretely depends upon two factors: firstly, a mind 
is more excellent than another when it is capable of more complex 
trains of thought, and secondly, its excellence increases with its ability 
to act autonomously. 

The factors determining the degree of excellence of minds are the 
same as those invoked to explain the specific human cognitive abilities. 
One can assume that the cognitive organization of thought is quite a bit 
more complex in the case of human beings than in the case of most, if 
not all, animals. Also, human beings are less dependent upon environ- 
mental factors than most animals due to their cultural achievements. 
At the same time, the distinction according to degrees of excellence 
can be applied to the comparison between different persons, different 
cultures or historical epochs. Persons are capable of different degrees 
of complexity of thought and are therefore capable of different degrees 
of complexity of behavior. This may be a function of the conceptual 
schemes which their respective traditions put at their disposal, of the 
individual degree of discrimination of their perception or also of quite 
different circumstances. Thus the assumption of different degrees of 
excellence not only permits a distinction between different types of 
living things, it also makes possible the later evaluation of human life- 
styles on the basis of natural philosophy. 

This of course is not to say that this biologically determined excel- 
lence is necessarily also morally superior. Spinoza does not discuss this 
question until the fourth part of the Ethics. But it is clear that Spinoza 
works very hard to establish a continuous argument which connects 
the question of the appropriate conception of the human mind and the 
theory of knowledge on the one hand, and the theory of knowledge 
and moral theory on the other. 


6. CONCLUSION 


The detailed analysis of propositions 2p11 to 2p13s has shown how 
Spinoza, in the course of his derivation of his concept of the human 
mind, counters several objections which one may bring to bear upon 
his approach. Moreover, it has become clear that these objections 
arise from reflecting on one’s experiences whilst relying on—roughly 
speaking—Aristotelian or Cartesian presuppositions. Spinoza starts 
with the refutation of conceptions of the mind which consider the 
mind to be an invisible bearer of properties, and from which these 
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properties differ categorically. He shows step by step, as if engaged 
in an implicit dialogue, how one can nevertheless hold on to certain 
leading intuitions that guide one’s everyday thoughts and actions. Spi- 
noza pays particular attention to the assumption that his critics have 
repeatedly accused him of abandoning: the assumption of a numerical 
difference between different subjects. 

Certainly, one can criticise Spinoza on several counts. One can 
question whether the cognitivist approach upon which he bases his 
identification of the mind and an idea is really tenable. Can one really 
do without the assumption of psychological abilities when describing 
psychological phenomena? Moreover, one can ask, taking contem- 
porary debates as a point of departure, whether his concept of self- 
knowledge does not presuppose what it tries to prove (i.e. that we do 
not identify ourselves with the bodies of our postmen). However, in 
response to the repeated objection that he allows individual subjects 
to disappear, Spinoza has much more to offer than is commonly sup- 
posed. So, the next time an old schoolmate tells us in glowing terms 
about beautiful mountain hikes, and this fills us with pain, we can rest 
assured that their experience was a different one from ours. 


SPINOZA’S PHYSICS (LEMMATA FOLLOWING 2P13) 


Stephen Gaukroger 


In the course of accounting in more detail for the claim of Proposition 
13 of Book 2 of the Ethics (2p13), that “[t]he object of the idea consti- 
tuting the human Mind is the Body, or a certain mode of Extension 
which actually exists, and nothing else”, Spinoza offers a brief exposi- 
tion of the fundamentals of natural philosophy, which is of particular 
significance since in effect it acts for him as a model for enquiry gen- 
erally. That natural philosophy should play such a role is alien to 
traditional Aristotelian and Platonist systems, but it is a conception 
that we find in Renaissance naturalists such as Telesio and Bruno, and 
above all in Descartes and the Cartesian tradition. And it is of course 
Cartesian natural philosophy that Spinoza sets out in the Lemmata to 
Proposition 13. 

The first thing we need to understand is how Cartesian natural 
philosophy can act as a model for knowledge generally. Descartes had 
originally set out a physical system which included a theory of matter 
and a cosmology, in the posthumously-published Le Monde, which was 
started around 1629 and abandoned in 1633, when Descartes heard of 
the condemnation of Galileo. Le Monde had started from a number of 
first principles—Cartesian matter theory, centrifugal force, and a prin- 
ciple of rectilinear inertia—and from these Descartes had deduced that 
in a rotating system such as our solar system, assuming that system is a 
plenum, heavy bodies will be projected towards the periphery displac- 
ing lighter matter which will be forced inwards towards the centre. The 
heavy bodies in question are planets, and these are kept in stable orbits 
because they eventually reach a region in which their motion is exactly 
balanced by the heavy more slowly-moving matter on their solar side, 
and the lighter faster-moving matter on the side of periphery of the 
solar system. This then forms the basis not only for the treatment of 
tides, planetary satellites and comets, but also for Descartes’ physical 
optics, in which a physical basis is provided for the generation, trans- 
mission, and refraction and reflection of light. 


1 See Gaukroger (1995, Chapter 7). 
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The basic physical conceptions that Descartes deploys in Le Monde 
derive primarily from his work in hydrostatics in the early 1620s.’ 
The stability of planetary orbits, for example, is thought of in terms 
of equilibrium, and his advocacy of a plenum arises in large part from 
the fact that his analytical concepts are developed in the context of a 
theory about how the behaviour of bodies is shaped by the fluids in 
which they are immersed. Notions of force (vis) derived from hydro- 
statics play a crucial role both in thinking through and formulating 
his physical theory, and it is equilibrium between forces that shapes 
his basic conceptual vocabulary. In the wake of the condemnation 
of Galileo, however, Descartes’ strategy changes. To meet the Inqui- 
sition’s charge that purely natural-philosophical arguments alone 
cannot decide issues of the earth’s motion, Descartes sets out to ground 
his natural philosophy at a more fundamental level, in terms of his 
notions of clarity and distinctness. His claim was that when we present 
an idea to ourselves clearly and distinctly, then we should be able to 
determine its truth or falsity simply by reflecting upon it, as in the cases 
of mathematical propositions, my own existence, and God’s existence. 
In the Meditationes, for example, Descartes makes it clear that we can- 
not even ask about the existence of something until we grasp, in terms 
of clear and distinct ideas, what it is that we are asking for the exis- 
tence of. He applies this strategy in the case of God, the aim being to 
make sure that what we are asking about the existence of is something 
quite orthodox, and the ontological argument (ironically, in the light 
of the use to which Spinoza puts this argument) provides him with the 
required orthodox conception. It might seem that the application of 
the procedure to the physical world is different, because, unlike in the 
case of God, there is no dispute about what exactly we are asking for 
the existence of. But in fact Descartes does dispute this, believing that 
people have seriously misconceived the nature of the physical world, 
with the result that one needs to start again from basics, that is, from 
clear and distinct ideas. Descartes claims that the only way he (and 
by implication anyone else) can conceive of the physical world clearly 
and distinctly is in geometrical terms, and in this connection he intro- 
duces his theory of material extension. The world we end up with in 
Mediation VI, a geometrically and mechanistically conceived world, is 
radically different from the common sense world of Meditation I. 


> See Gaukroger/Schuster (2002: 535-572). 
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In more subtle respects, it is also different from the physical world 
of Le Monde, even though its physical principles are the same. The dif- 
ference lies in the way in which these physical principles are presented 
in Principia Philosophiae, which follows up the natural-philosophical 
consequences of his foundational principles. To provide it with the 
kind of foundational legitimacy that meets the requirements raised in 
the condemnation of Galileo, namely that something more secure than 
natural philosophy is needed to establish the truth of cosmological 
arguments (as opposed to their merely saving the appearances or pro- 
viding the best arguments relative to physical assumptions), Descartes 
reformulates what is essentially the natural philosophy of Le Monde in 
clear and distinct terms. The basic principles have still been thought 
through in terms of dynamic terms derived from hydrostatics, but the 
reformulation translates these into terms that depend to a far lesser 
degree on dynamic notions. The result of this is that physical theory, 
at the most basic level, becomes largely a combination of matter theory 
and kinematics, that is, motion treated without reference to forces. 
Unlike traditional forms of corpuscularianism, which rely on the 
shape, and particularly surface texture, of atoms to account for their 
physical properties, Descartes’ physical theory relies to a much greater 
extent on the size, speed, and direction of motion of corpuscles, and his 
matter theory is accommodated to this conception from the start, so 
that its integration into a kinematic presentation is straightforward. 

It is this “clear and distinct” kinematic presentation of physical theory 
that a number of Descartes’ seventeenth-century successors take as their 
starting point not just as a model for physical theory but as a model for 
knowledge more generally. Huygens and Spinoza, who produced two 
of the most distinctive variants on Cartesianism, both share this under- 
standing of what is at stake in natural philosophy, but they go about 
realising what they see as its potential in very different ways. Huygens, 
realising that Cartesian physical theory as its stands in the Principia 
harbours a number of anomalies, strips it down to basic kinematics. 
It is striking that, even though he is obliged to think through some 
problems in dynamical terms, once he has come to a solution he refor- 
mulates it, removing dynamic ingredients so that he can present the 
issues purely in kinematic terms,’ for this is the only way in which they 
can be made clear and distinct on Huygens’ conception. The procedure 


3 See Westfall (1971: 151). 
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mirrors that employed by seventeenth-century mathematicians, who 
used a variety of advanced problem-solving techniques in dealing 
with a range of difficulties, but almost always insisted on present- 
ing their results in axiomatic, synthetic form.‘ Spinoza’s axiomatic 
reconstruction of the first two books of Descartes’ Principia is very 
much in this genre, except that the reconstruction is not carried out 
with an eye to developing physical theory in a more fruitful direction. 
Huygens’ view of what part of natural philosophy can be pursued 
clearly and distinctly is very constricted, and certainly much narrower 
than what Descartes had hoped for. His strategy is to keep a core 
physical theory pure, at it were, to try to do as much natural philo- 
sophy as possible within the narrow confines of kinematics. Spinoza’s 
strategy is the opposite of this: he attempts to extrapolate from what 
he considers to be a properly formulated physical theory to the whole 
of natural philosophy, and indeed ultimately to anything purporting to 
be knowledge. What we can grasp in this way was certainly narrower 
than in many prevailing conceptions of knowledge, but it is genuinely 
universal in that it provided a comprehensive picture of the world and 
our place in it, and anything that falls outside this model of knowledge 
cannot be knowledge at all on Spinoza’s conception. The central con- 
trast that Spinoza wants to draw, especially in the most contentious 
area, politico-theology, is that between belief on the basis of authority 
and genuine knowledge.” Genuine knowledge is knowledge in which 
we understand phenomena when we grasp them as effects deduced 
from their causes. The model for such a causal understanding is pro- 
vided in the Lemmata to Proposition 13. 

The discussion begins with two axioms, stating that all bodies either 
move or are at rest, and that there are degrees of speed. These appear 
uncontentious, but in Cartesian mechanics there is in fact a disparity 
between the two alternative formulations. The claim of the first is that 
motion and rest are different states and that motions differ in degrees 
of speed. The claim of the second, which is implicit rather than explicit, 
is that there is no essential difference between rest and motion, rest 
just being that degree of speed which has the value of zero. A good 
deal of Descartes’ kinematics seems to assume the latter, but he is 
committed to a doctrine of the ontological equivalence of motion and 


4 See, for example, Guicciardini (1999). 
> See the discussion in Verbeek (2003). 
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rest, in part at least because he wants to deny the Aristotelian doc- 
trine that rest is just the outcome of motion, and not on a par with 
motion. Descartes’ statement of this equivalence has often been seen as 
an important move in the direction of a proper understanding of the 
principle of inertia, as a step on the road from seeing rest simply as a 
privation of motion, to treating rest and uniform rectilinear motion as 
being dynamically on the same footing, as being states that require no 
force for their maintenance. But in fact for Descartes, the principle of 
the ontological equivalence of motion and rest means that what holds 
for rest holds for motion. Statics tells us about the behaviour of bod- 
ies at rest: perhaps it can be built upon to deal with bodies in motion, 
if motion can somehow be seen to be a variation on rest (a depar- 
ture from an equilibrium state). This has direct consequences for our 
understanding of collision. Descartes’ view is that a smaller moving 
body can never alter the state of a larger stationary one, because a body 
in motion cannot, for that reason alone, have more force than one at 
rest; nor can greater speed confer greater force upon it. Either of these 
would undermine the ontological equivalence of rest and motion. This 
means that speed is irrelevant to the outcome: only the bulk/size/mass 
of the bodies is relevant, and Descartes construes this in terms of stat- 
ics.° On a beam balance, a larger weight will displace a smaller one, 
no matter how slight the difference in weight, and extrapolation to the 
case of collision dictates that the smaller body cannot move the larger 
one, but must rebound leaving the larger stationary body unaffected. 

The question here is whether Spinoza is accepting the ontological dis- 
tinction between motion and rest. In the axioms that follow Lemma 3, 
he tells us that 


[w]hen a body in motion strikes against another which is at rest and 
cannot give way, then it is reflected, so that it continues to move (a2 
following 2p13lem3) 


in such a way that the angle of incidence equals the angle of reflection. 
This is Descartes’ principle of reflection, and the equality of the angle 
of incidence and reflection when a light ray strikes a reflecting surface 
is what in large part motivates his doctrine that a smaller moving body 
cannot move a larger one, for if the light ray nudged the reflecting sur- 
face slightly then it would transfer some of its motion to the surface, 


6 See McLaughlin (2001: 562-581). 
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in which case the angle of reflection would not equal the angle of inci- 
dence: a violation of a basic principle of optics. When Spinoza tells 
us that the larger body “cannot give way”, he must have in mind that 
larger stationary bodies cannot be moved by lighter ones, no matter 
what their speed. For the idea that some heavier bodies can give way 
but others are so large that they cannot give way can only come down 
to a matter of degree: some bodies are so large that they are moved 
only imperceptibly. Either smaller moving bodies can transfer motion 
to larger stationary bodies or they cannot, and if they can then they 
do must so in every case. 

An issue arises here as to whether this understanding of motion as 
having different dynamic effects is consistent with Spinoza’s principle 
of the relativity of motion and rest. Like Descartes, Spinoza holds a 
very strong version of the relativity of motion, set out in Lemma 3: 


A body which moves or is at rest must be determined to motion or rest 
by another body, which has also be determined to motion or rest by 
another, and that again by another, and so on, to infinity (2p13lem3). 


The traditional Aristotelian view of motion is that motion, a species of 
the change that a substance undergoes (it changes its ‘place’), must be 
thought of in terms of the substance that moves, for motion is one of the 
qualities of a substance and it cannot even be identified—e.g. as being 
between a process whose termini are contraries, or contradictories— 
without specifying its causes. Natural terrestrial motion occurs because 
the body realises a goal, namely being in its natural place. The form it 
takes, namely rectilinear motion vertically downwards, is determined 
by the kind of thing that causes it. Descartes, by contrast, offered 
an extensive discussion of motion before introducing causes, on the 
grounds that we will only understand 


the diverse modes of extension or those pertaining to extension, such as 
all figures, and situation and movements of parts, if we regard them only 
as modes of the things in which they are.’ 


The importance of this is that, when we seek to understand motion— 
when we seek to grasp it in clear and distinct terms—we need to con- 
sider it simply as a mode of a substance, without considering the causes 
responsible for motion. Spinoza’s understanding of modes is of course 


7 Descartes (AT, I, Art. 65). 
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different from Descartes’, but the principle advocated is not only the 
same, it is advocated on the same grounds. To understand motion 
clearly and distinctly, what is needed for clarity and distinctness is a 
geometrically-specifiable description of change in spatial coordinates, 
something completely determinable and uncontentious. But if motion 
is specified not as the result of some internal tendency or force, 
how do we determine whether a body is moving and at what rate it 
is moving? There is no absolute measure of this, neither internally, 
nor externally; for the absolute space associated with Aristotelianism 
has been abandoned in the Cartesian tradition. Following Descartes, 
Spinoza makes motion and speed relative to an arbitrarily chosen 
reference frame, namely what adjacent bodies we take to be at rest or 
moving with a specifiable speed, and Spinoza adds that these bodies 
themselves will be determined as having a particular speed only with 
respect to bodies adjacent to them, and so on. 

However, if motion is specified in this way, then the kind of 
dynamical difference between motion and rest to which Descartes and 
Spinoza adhere is impossible. Since it is taken as given that in the for- 
mer case the heavy body moves the smaller one, and since the former 
case can be transformed into the latter straightforwardly just by choos- 
ing a different reference body by which to judge motion, there should 
be symmetry between the case of a moving heavy body colliding with a 
stationary smaller one and the case of a moving smaller body colliding 
with a stationary heavy one. But in this case, Spinoza’s statement of 
the principle of reflection cannot hold. In other words, it cannot hold 
on the assumption of the relativity of motion. It is worth noting that 
it cannot hold even on the much weaker Galilean principle of relativ- 
ity: as Huygens showed, not only does such an assumption invalidate 
Descartes’ rules of collision, his principle of the conservation of the 
total quantity of motion (conceived as a scalar quantity) must also be 
abandoned. The principle that the quantity of motion in the universe 
is constant—it is just distributed differently from instant to instant— 
plays a crucial role in Spinoza’s metaphysics, for the laws governing the 
distribution of motion, such as the laws of collision, are eternally true. 
The constant quantity of motion in the universe is a mode of the attri- 
bute of extension. It is an eternal mode, like the attribute itself, and it 
is an infinite mode since it signifies an element of immutability in that 
aspect of the universe taken as a whole. In other words, while there 
is change at the individual level, at the total level there is no change, 
since the quantity of motion is unchanging. So the one substance 
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that exists, considered in terms of its attribute of extension, has an eternal 
and infinite mode, namely: fixed quantity of motion. But if conservation 
of quantity of motion, as Spinoza conceives it, is not viable, and indeed 
if it is inconsistent with other key natural-philosophical principles, then 
it cannot play the metaphysical role that he imposes on it. 

Spinoza does not follow through the principles of mechanics that he 
takes over from Cartesianism, analysing their consequences and explor- 
ing whether they are consistent with one another. He is not interested in 
them from the point of view of someone trying to develop mechanics, 
or even to provide a viable mechanical basis for natural philosophy 
more generally. Nevertheless, the fact that this is exactly what he needs 
to do is evident from his closing remark to Proposition 13: 


If it had been my intention to deal expressly with body, I ought to have 
explained and demonstrated these things more fully. But I have already 
said that I intended something else, and brought these things forward 
only because I can easily deduce from them the things I have decided to 
demonstrate. (2p13lem7s) 


Spinoza’s commitment to the basic principles of Cartesian natural 
philosophy is not something egregious on his part. It is worth noting 
that Huygens, one of Descartes’ greatest critics on a whole range of 
questions in mechanics, effectively takes over a Galilean programme in 
kinematics rather than a Cartesian one, and his principle of relativity 
is adopted from Galileo not from Descartes, yet throughout his work he 
seems to defend something that looks like a Cartesian programme. The 
reason for this lies, I suggest, in part in the view that, by contrast with 
the Cartesian programme, the kind of projects that Galileo pursued 
could not produce a systematic understanding of nature. As far as 
Huygens was concerned, the Cartesian system, no matter how flawed, 
provided a set of legitimate guides and constraints within which to 
pursue a systematic understanding of natural philosophy, something 
which provided genuine micro-mechanical foundations for natural 
philosophy: this is, after all, why the study of collision was so impor- 
tant, because collision, at a microscopic level, was what determined 
the behaviour of all macroscopic physical processes. Spinoza certainly 
has a commitment at this level, as had many natural philosophers in 
the third quarter of the seventeenth century. But it is one thing to say 
that the kind of natural-philosophical system that Descartes set out in 
the Principia Philosophiae was the right kind of approach, and quite 
another to adopt the foundational principles of Cartesian mechanics 
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as beyond reproach. And this is where Spinoza’s project begins to look 
very odd. It is not that he treats these basic principles as if they were 
conceptual truths, for Huygens to some extent does that also (as will 
the eighteenth-century tradition of ‘rational mechanics’), but rather 
that the conceptual truths in question are so secure that it is as if there 
could be no question of their not being mutually consistent. For Spi- 
noza, we grasp their truth so clearly and distinctly that we know we 
could not be mistaken. But it turns out that we are in fact mistaken 
after all in this case, and this must put in doubt the idea that simple 
reflection (as opposed to exploring consequences—empirical as well 
as conceptual—in detail) is inadequate to establish truth. It might be 
thought that a geometrical model has misled Spinoza here, but reduc- 
tio ad contradictionem was a standard demonstrative device in geom- 
etry, and axioms were not immune from assessment in terms of their 
consequences. Moreover, the problem is not just that the mechanical 
principles from which Spinoza wants to extrapolate are flawed, but 
that these act as a model for the deductive structure of the Spinozean 
system. Deduction is treated as an essentially one-way process, with 
no mechanism for identifying mistaken principles in terms of their 
consequences. 

At the end of the second Axiom after Lemma 3, Spinoza states that 
the discussion up to that point is “sufficient concerning the simplest 
bodies, which are distinguished from one another only by motion and 
rest, speed and slowness” and he now proposes to “move up to com- 
posite bodies”. This is not just a move of scale however, but, more 
importantly, a move from mechanics to matter theory, and in particu- 
lar to the question of what is responsible for the cohesion and solidity 
of macroscopic bodies. He offers the following definition: 


When a number of bodies, whether of the same or of different size, are 
so constrained by other bodies that they lie upon one another, or if they 
so move, whether with the same degree or different degrees of speed, 
that they communicate their motions to each other in a certain fixed 
manner, we shall say that those bodies are united with one another and 
that they all together compose one body or Individual, which is distin- 
guished from the others by this union of bodies. 


The crucial difference between mechanics and matter theory is that, 
while one can pursue the former in conceptual terms, matter theory 
engages resolutely empirical and quantitative questions. The move from 
the mechanical characterization of the atoms or corpuscles making 
up macroscopic bodies to the physical states of such bodies, such as 
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hardness, solidity and fluidity, is in difficult in the extreme.’ Spinoza 
offers little more than a wholly speculative extrapolation from intuitions 
about how layers in macroscopic bodies might determine their physi- 
cal behaviour. So, for example, he tells us that ‘the parts of a composite 
body lie over one another so that they can be forced to change position 
with more or less difficulty’. If such parts cover one another over large 
areas the body is hard, if over small areas the body is soft, if the parts 
are moving then the body is fluid. Having decided these features, he 
then turns to how the parts constitute a single body. 

Lemma 4 states that bodies can have their parts replaced by new 
ones “of the same nature” without losing their individuality, and 
Lemmata 5 to 7 state that the body also retains its physical identity 
when it moves as a whole. The fact that Spinoza stresses the idea that 
bodies are not distinguished in respect to substance (2p13lem1) pro- 
vides some indication of what he has in mind. It is simply the mate- 
rial constituents of the body that provide it with its physical identity. 
Nevertheless, the resources he employs—some combination of hard, 
soft and fluid matter seem to exhaust the possibilities—are far too 
minimal to account for physical entities, especially once we leave the 
realm of the inorganic. Later in the Ethics, Spinoza introduces the idea 
of conatus, by which a body strives to retain its identity, to account 
in a different way for the individuation of bodies. To what extent this 
notion can be accommodated to the mechanist principles set out in 
the present section is, however, an open question. 


€ The first remotely plausible attempt comes in Euler’s Mechanica sive motus scientia 
analytice exposita (1736), in Euler (1912). 


THE TYPES OF KNOWLEDGE (2P38-47) 


Christof Ellsiepen 


As a matter of fact, the ranking within the theory of knowledge for the 
overall concept of Spinoza’s Ethics cannot really be estimated highly 
enough. Spinoza’s ethical impetus aims at a transformation of the 
entire human life-understanding through knowledge. Spinoza brings 
this to the formula of a ‘life under the guidance of reason’ (4p24), 
even raising it to the assertion that the real virtue and essence of man 
consists in knowledge (intelligere), and only a fulfilment of this knowl- 
edge can bring man happiness in the true sense (4p26&28, 5p40c and 
s, 5p42). It is therefore significant for Spinoza’s Ethics in its entirety 
that the concept of knowledge and the epistemological differentiation 
presupposed in that rationalistic imperative be clarified. 

In the Ethics (2p40s2) Spinoza distinguishes three types of knowl- 
edge (genera cognitionis): the first is opinion/imagination (opinio/ 
imaginatio), the second reason (ratio), and the third, and highest, he 
calls intuitive knowledge (scientia/cognitio intuitiva)." The last two 
differ from the first through the characteristic of adequacy, through 
which it is simultaneously to be determined that the first is alone the 
cause of falsehood, whereas the other two higher rated ones are nec- 
essarily true (2p4ldem). Truth is conceived by Spinoza, in the sense 
of the classical correspondence theory, as the agreement of idea and 
object (1a6), whereas adequacy, in difference to the Thomist usage, 
presents a coherency-theoretical truth criterion, i.e. one that refers to 
the intrinsical contexts in thought itself (2d4). Spinoza’s epistemologi- 
cal perspective can here be seen in his deduction of an idea’s truth 
from it’s adequacy (2p34). Although truth is always to be presupposed 
ontologically, from the subject’s perspective it can only be ascertained 
as adequacy. Descartes’ onto-theologically problematic presumption 
that God could, in spite of our certainty, as chief deceiver be merely 


1 On the relation of the three genera cognitionis of the Ethics to the four modi 
percipiendi in TIE: 18-29 cf. Gueroult (1974: 593-608); Schneider (1981); Matheron 
(1988). Gueroult states that Spinoza finds his way beyond a merely descriptive differ- 
entiation to a knowledge-genetic one in the Ethics vis-a-vis the earlier treatises. 
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feigning the agreement of our mental representations with their real 
objects to us, Spinoza undermines using his monistic foundation of 
the concept of truth. The agreement of idea and ideatum is guaranteed 
through the psychophysical and inner-mental structural isomorphy 
(“parallelism”, 2p7 and 2p7c). 

However, the problematic nature of certainty remains. The con- 
cept of adequacy precisely represents this aspect.? Following the early 
Cartesian intuitus-concept of the Regulae,’ Spinoza attributes to an 
adequate idea certainty as self-evident knowledge of truth (2p43dem). 
He confronts the methodical regressus ad infinitum in the search for 
truth* with the argument of manifest certainty of truth in the ade- 
quate idea, which consequently makes a successive self-enlightenment 
possible for man:ë “Sane sicut lux seipsam, et tenebras manifestat, sic 
veritas norma sui, et falsi est” (2p43s).° Vis-a-vis the evident truth as 
that of something positive, falsehood can only appear as a deficiency 
(2p33&35). 

In the traits of the adequate idea, by which it can be distinguished 
from false ideas (false, because they are inadequate), Spinoza takes up 
the well-known Cartesian terminology yet again: the adequate idea is 
clear and distinct (“clara et distincta”, 2p36&38c, 3d1, 5p28dem). The 
meaning of these determinations, though, is altered from Descartes’ 
definition.’ According to TIE: 63, an idea is clear as consciously delin- 
eated against other ideas and distinct through the internal differen- 
tiation according to partial traits. In both cases it is decisive for the 
certainty that the differentiation in question not only subsists (onto- 
logically), but that the epistemic subject also be conscious of the dif- 
ferentiation as such (“idea ideae”, 2p22dem, “cognitio reflexiva”, TIE: 
38). The deficiency of inadequate ideas can thus consist in an insuf- 
ficient distinction on the one hand (i.e. obscurity of the idea): one 
believes that with the idea one refers to the thing in its entirety, while 
in fact it portrays the ideatum only in part (“ex parte”, 2pllc) or ina 
“mutilated” form (“idea mutilata”, 2p29c&35). On the other hand, an 
idea can also be inadequate, in spite of its clear separability from other 


2 Cf. Bartuschat (1993: 109, 115). 
> Cf. Ellsiepen (2006). 

* Cf. TIE: 30. 

> Cf. Garrett (2003). 

6 Cf. TIE: 35; Ep. 76, G 4: 320). 

7 Principia Philosophiae I: 45. 
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ideas, if it displays no clear internal differentiation of its properties 
(i.e. indistinctness). Such “confused” ideas represent a whole without 
any differentiated conception of the parts of the whole (“idea confusa”, 
2p29c).8 

The gradation of the types of human knowledge is now explained 
by a judgment of the possible ideas of the human mind on the basis 
of the two characteristics of adequacy. 


1. IMAGINATIO AS THE POWER OF IMAGINATION AND AS THE 
ABSTRACTING AND ASSOCIATIVE CONNECTION OF IDEAS 


The determination of imaginatio in 2p40s2 is twofold: on the one hand 
it has the function of sensual representation. Spinoza describes it here 
as vague experience (experientia vaga). On the other hand connecting 
ideas is characteristic of the imaginatio using (lingual) signs (percipere 
ex signis). 

In both functions imaginatio lacks clarity and distinctness, and thus 
represents the sphere of inadequate ideas. As far as the function of 
sensually mediated representation is concerned, its inadequacy arises 
from the conception of the human mind as a mental representation of 
the body (“idea corporis humani actu existentis”, 2p13). The mutual 
causal determination of the body with other, external bodies is ideally 
reflected in the human mind. This means firstly: that what we believe 
to conceive as a whole has its cause, in part, in external bodies that 
affect us (2p16). Our ideas are hence “mutilated” or unclear (2p29c; 
2p40s2). Secondly, neither the partial determinations of one’s own 
body (2p24) nor those of external bodies (2p25) are represented as 
differentiated from one another in an idea of the imaginatio, and are, 
therefore, indistinct. For, in the sensual representation of the human 
mind there is only the relation of parts that constitutes the human 
body,’ but not that of each part according to all determinations which 
constitute it. Even the parts of external bodies are not represented in 
all of their determinations, but only in those aspects that affect the 
human body. Put briefly: sensual representations are neither clear nor 
distinct, and hence, they are inadequate. 


€ “Confusus” is also used by Spinoza as a collective term to describe unclear and 


indistinct ideas. Cf. 2p28; TIE: 63. 
° Cf. Gaukroger in this book. 
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So, as regards the connection of ideas by the imaginatio, Spinoza 
adds into the definition in 2p40s2 that it represents individual things 
“without order for the intellect”. The reference to 2p29c makes it clear 
that the imaginatio is thus not entirely without order, but that here two 
kinds of ordo should be distinguished. The sensual representations fol- 
low their own ‘logic’. It is true that it is the “common order of nature” 
(communis ordo naturae) that conditions every idea, but here in such a 
way that the body’s integratedness in such order occasions the mind’s 
mental representation of things. Thus the human mind follows the 
‘order and chain of the human body’s affections’ (2p18s)—however, as 
Spinoza emphasizes, this is a determination which is merely external 
to the mind (“externe determinatur”, 2p29s). The power of imagina- 
tion is thus subject to the law of idea association: what was once simul- 
taneously imagined will be remembered in this combination in the 
future; a present representation is associated with that representation 
which appeared with it simultaneously in the past (2p18s). 

So the coming and going of a person’s ideas must seem to him as a 
fully contingent occurrence (2p44cl), because from the narrow point 
of view of his own body’s perception alone he cannot see the order of 
nature behind it. Therefore he takes refuge in auxiliary ideas that help 
him to render the unmanageable multitude of ideas manageable. 

Examples of such auxilia imaginationis are time, measure and 
number." With their help sequential schemes are imagined (time, 
2p44s) and things are summarized according to quantitative points 
of view (cf. 1p15s). The most important result of such “aids to the 
imagination” is the development of abstract general concepts. On this 
point Spinoza takes the side of the nominalist critique of universals.'? 
Generic terms such as ‘man’, ‘horse’, ‘dog’, etc. are abstractions from 
the individual ideas of things, which are too full of determinations for 
man. The slight differences are neglected and only the traits that more 
often confront the senses are assembled into concepts. By this process 
individual things become countable. 

At a yet further level of abstraction this is true of the traditional 
transcendentalia “Ens, Res, aliquid” (2p40s1). These are for Spinoza, so 
to speak, unconscious liberation bids of human imagination intended 


10 Cf. Bartuschat (1992: 106). 
1 Ep. 12, G 4: 57. 
12 Cf. Walther (1971: 86ff., 99). 
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to help us dominate and categorically manage the subordinate and 
seemingly no longer manageable plenitude of ideas. 

In the realm of ethics the dominance of auxiliary ideas presents an 
especially deep-seated problem. Value concepts such as ‘good—bad’, 
‘perfect—imperfect’ are, from the empirical perspective, filled with 
memory and habit. By emphasizing that such concepts are groundless 
and fraught with prejudice, he subjects common teleological thought 
to a fundamental critique. Such concepts are figments or entia imagi- 
nationis insofar as they do not reflect the nature of things, but only the 
state of and the changes to human imagination (lapp). 

In all, the imaginatio is subjected to a fundamental critique. The 
human mind plans an order for its ideas, thinking itself free, but with- 
out knowing the true reasons of its planning and feigning, because 
although it takes part in the natural order on the outside, from its 
restricted perspective it cannot see through itself. The abstracting and 
associative order of the imagination stands opposed to a rational life, 
an inner (“interne determinatur”, 2p29s) order of the understanding 
(2p18s4). Reason (ratio, intellectus) is here to be understood not only 
as a terminus technicus for the second type of knowledge, but as a 
counter-model to the false order of the imaginatio in the sense of ade- 
quate knowing in general, be it of the second or third type (as e.g. in 
2p44 with c2, 4p24&26). 

Regardless, the imaginatio functions in Spinoza not only as a nega- 
tive for rational, adequate knowledge: the imagination, in this sense, 
also indeed does have a constitutive function for the higher types of 
knowledge as well. It prepares the imaginative contents of human 
thought, in whatever unclear and indistinct ‘order’ they may be in. 
Here an epistemological move in Spinoza’s rationalism appears. As 
much as the higher types of knowledge are to be appreciated vis-a- 
vis the imaginatio, they are still not capable of recognizing their own 
objects passing by the contents of the imaginatio. Ratio and scientia 
intuitiva prove not to be capabilities of a rational view of ideas loosed 
from the empirical mind.” Their cognitive achievement rather remains 


13 Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi found in his Spinoza letters from 1785, which stimu- 
lated the Spinoza renaissance in the late 18th century, that the “second soul” (clumsily 
termed so by himself) of the understanding, alongside the first soul of the imaginatio 
for Spinoza, yet “nur vermittels dieses Körpers” (only mediated through this body) is 
oriented toward the “Ganze” (whole). Cf. Jacobi (1998: 22) with footnote. 
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restricted to the given individual determination of each concrete human 
mind, as this mind presents itself through the imaginative agglomerate 
of the imaginatio. The rational intellectual “eyes of the mind” (5p23s) 
admittedly see differently from the senses, but does not see different 
things. The human mind, as idea corporis actu existentis, cannot resort 
to any higher source of non-empirical ideas either, but remains bound 
to the mental representations of its individual life." 


2. THE HUMAN POSSIBILITY OF ADEQUATE KNOWLEDGE 


Under these conditions, the question of how adequate knowledge is 
possible for a human being at all naturally poses itself. Provided that 
the human mind is bound to the representations of its body, it appears 
that in its ideas it is necessarily bound to the obscure causal order 
of bodily determination. It is in exactly within this frame, then, that 
Spinoza explains the possibility of adequate knowledge. For granting 
that there is a state of affairs common to all (concerned) things—and 
that this means first of all bodies*—and “equally in the part and in 
the whole”, then this state of affairs would be able to be represented 
by the mind without being found to be inadequate (2p38).'° For such 
a state of affairs could not be conceived other than as clear, being as 
a common trait always completely represented also in the mixed rep- 
resentation of the body, affected by external bodies. It would also be 
distinct, i.e. conceivable in all partial determinations, because a trait, 
true of the whole and the part at once, cannot otherwise be conceiv- 
able in partial determinations other than in the whole. The double 
condition, to be common and equally in part and in whole (2p38), 
thus reveals precisely the possibility of a clear and distinct knowledge 
for an individually determined human mind. 

According to Spinoza’s metaphysical foundation, these object- 
logical conditions for adequacy are filled by the ideata of human ideas, 
and in four cases. This common trait can consist a) in each attribute 


4 Cf. Gilead (1994); Alquie (1991: 223ff., 244). 

5 2p38 is formulated in such a way that it applies to both bodies in the attribute 
extensio and ideas in the attribute cogitatio: “Illa, quae omnibus communia, quaeque 
aeque in parte, ac in toto sunt, non possunt concipi, nisi adaequate” (italics C.E.). 
However, both Proof and Corollary refer strictly to the discussion of common traits 
of bodies. 

'6 Cf. Wilson (1996: 111). 
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itself (2p13lem2, 2p45), b) in the infinite modus of each attribute, i.e. 
in an essential property that occurs in all finite modi of an attribute 
(2p13lem2, 2p38), c) in a specific commonality of the bodies partici- 
pating in a corporeal affection (2p39) and d) in traits that immediately 
follow from those listed in a)-c) (2p40). 

Spinoza distinguishes between ratio and scientia intuitiva because 
the latter refers to the attribute (a) and the former refers to the com- 
mon properties (b and c). The type of relevant conclusions in the two 
genera cognitionis (d) results in the terminological distinction: the 
ratio concludes discursively, whereas in the third type of knowledge 
the conclusion is at once immediate or intuitive. 

This is all the topic of a constant, controversial discussion in Spi- 
noza research,” and therefore needs to be explained in greater detail 
here. Before the differentiation of rational insight is further developed 
on its objective side, though, the subject-logical condition of adequate 
knowledge will first be addressed. Due to the abstracting and associa- 
tive fortification of ideas’ connections in the imagination, and which 
arise of their own accord, it is not a matter of course that the human 
mind can track down such commonalities as are “known” in adequate 
ideas. According to Spinoza, that the mind still finds itself capable of 
this is due to the human mind’s capability, in a sense, to distance itself 
mentally from intentional objects (2p29s)'* and to be conscious of 
thinking of these objects as thought. Terminologically, this process 
is expressed as cognitio reflexiva (TIE: 38) or idea ideae (2p22dem), 
which for Spinoza is not to be thought as objectivising self-perception, 
but rather as an intra-mental consciousness appropriate to the mental 
representations. On the basis of Spinoza’s metaphysics of mind this 
can be explained from the fact that no idea is merely a representation 
of something, but as modus of the attribute cogitatio, it is itself a res.’ 
Thus, in the structural isomorphy of idea and ideatum (2p7c) not only 
is its object assigned to it, but inasmuch as it is a res, there is a further 
idea of it, whose ideatum it is. Gueroult speaks appropriately of a “par- 
allélisme intra-cogitatif”.”° The idea that refers to an idea conceives it 
as an act of thought. Hence, this intra-mental consciousness is the basis 


17 General account of Spinoza’s epistemology in Parkinson (1954); Gueroult (1974); 
Bartuschat (1992) and Bartuschat (1994); Wilson (1996); Amann (2000). 

18 Cf. Bartuschat (1992: 108); Bartuschat (1994: 207). 

1° On this: Schnepf (1996). 

20 Gueroult (1974: 68). 
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for the certainty of the truth of an idea, but at an even more funda- 
mental level the possibility of a mental treatment of one’s own ideas, 
without which any cognitive re-orientation from the passive “servi- 
tude” (servitus, cf. Part 4) of the sensual-imaginative order of ideas, 
a servitude experienced as contingent, would be unthinkable. If there 
were no such possibility for inner-mental distancing, the human mind 
would be a mere inferential organ of representation without the power 
to think of its own accord. Spinoza’s concern is rather to demonstrate 
that man is able to establish an “order of the understanding” in mental 
matters, which frees him because this order does not merely obey the 
laws of nature, but can therein also be grasped by the human mind.” 


3. RATIO AS ADEQUATE KNOWLEDGE OF COMMON PROPERTIES 


Let us return, though, to the distinction between the second and third 
type of knowledge, which is oriented in the first place with respect to 
their cognitive objects. Which classes of objects might then come into 
consideration as ideata of the ratio? Its definition in 2p40s2 is as terse 
as it is difficult: it is 
clear that we...form universal notions (notiones universales)... Finally, 
from the fact that we have common notions (notiones communes) and 
adequate ideas of the properties of things (rerumque proprietatum ideas 


adaequatas)... This I shall call reason (ratio) and the second kind of 
knowledge. 


Three remarks on this: firstly, notiones universales are here indeed to 
be understood in the broad sense as universal concepts. In the case of 
the imagination this also includes the (inadequate) empirical generic 
terms and, in the case of the ratio the (adequate) common notions 
and adequate ideas of properties. Secondly, Spinoza explicates the 
term notiones communes with that of the “rerum proprietatum ideae 
adaequatae”. The references—and this is the third and most important 
point—are each directed at different aspects of the ratio.” Specifically, 
Spinoza refers a) with 2p38c to concepts with a strict universality, 
which applies to the whole of humanity (“notiones omnibus homini- 
bus communes”), b) with 2p39 and 2p39c to ideas of specific com- 


21 Cf. Ellsiepen (2005). 
2 Cf. Wilson (1996: 117). 
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mon features (“commune et proprium”) and c) with 2p40 to the set of 
adequate consequences of both a) and b). 

Ad a) The commonality of the notiones communes among all 
humans comes from the traits grasped therein being strictly universal 
within the sphere of an attribute (the infinite modus), i.e. common and 
in part just as in the whole. For Spinoza this applies in the corporeal 
sphere to the trait of being at rest or in motion (2p38c with reference 
to 2p13lem2).” The notiones communes common to all people are thus 
the mental representants of things’ properties held in common within 
a sphere of an attribute, as one might say: of proprietates communes. 
If the ratio could only grasp these traits common to all bodies i.e. all 
ideas, then its scope would be quite limited, though, and its applica- 
tion for human purposes rather irrelevant. 

Ad b) Much more important are the specific commonalities,” which 
each affected human body only has in common with the exterior bod- 
ies affecting it (“commune et proprium”, 2p39). Without the possibil- 
ity of adequate knowledge of such common properties the project of 
a rational ‘therapy’ of passive affects” would be unthinkable. Because 
as far as affects are concerned, they are not properties of all corporal 
things, but rather specific psychophysical commonalities of interhu- 
man interaction. The range of such specific commonalities decides on 
the extent of rational knowledge (2p39c, cf. 4p35, 4app7&9, 5p39).”° 

Ad c) It is difficult to say what ideas or notions (2d3) are meant 
by those “ideas (that) follow (sequuntur) in the (human) Mind from 
ideas that are adequate in the mind” (2p40), and of which it is asserted 
in 2p40 that they are also adequate. The most important observa- 
tion seems to me that this proposition refers to both the second and 
the third type of knowledge. With regard to the scientia intuitiva, 
the aspect of adequate sequence makes good sense. But what does 
2p40 mean for possible objects of the ratio? The notiones communes, 
which were explicated as concepts of common (universal i.e. specific) 
properties, are for Spinoza the foundation of the rational conclusion 


23 According to the logic of Spinoza’s system, there should also be corresponding 
traits in the sphere of thought that are strictly universal, and that can from thence be 
conceived by all people in the same way, i.e. adequately. One might think here of the 
representational function as the common property of all thought, to have something 
as its object. Cf. on this Bartuschat (1992: 37-43, 82). 

4 Cf. Bartuschat (1992: 115f.). 

25 Cf. Bennett (1984: 329ff.); Amann (2000: 267ff.). 

2° On this Gueroult (1974: 339f.); Deleuze (1968: 252-267). 
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(“fundamenta ratiocinii”, 2p40s1). But what can be concluded from 
them? Gueroult” suggests that the conclusion be seen as a subsuming 
application of the general concept to the individual case. This is not 
convincing because notiones communes can never be thought of as 
independent of the perception of an individual; this distinguishes 
them from abstract empirical generic terms. Bartuschat thinks of the 
connection of universal and specific commonality,” against which the 
fact that 2p40 can just as well find application to ideas of specific com- 
monalities speaks, and that Spinoza in no way claims to deduce spe- 
cific commonalities from the universal ones.” Deleuze finally suspects 
the concluding relation in that of idea and affect.” That Spinoza sees a 
conditioning relation between idea and affect is not to be denied (2a3; 
2plldem; 2p49dem),? but whether the ratiocinium is fully explained 
hereby or even at all consists in allowing an affect to follow from an 
idea is questionable. 

At this point a reference to Spinoza’s procedure of rational concept 
work in the Ethics itself seems appropriate. The ordo geometricus is 
probably misunderstood if one takes it as the procedure of a singu- 
lar seamless course of proof in which from an original definition of 
the idea of God everything subsequent is developed.” In fact, though, 
along with new definitions, axioms and postulates, new premises and 
questions are added in the course of deductions.” 

But just by relieving the ordo geometricus of the burden of proof of a 
mere linear deduction procedure a greater weight can be laid upon the 
rational conclusions. The ratio would then have a double task. On the 
one hand, it would be its task to conceive notiones communes as uni- 
versally valid concepts and as concepts of specific properties. And on 


27 Gueroult (1974: 388-390). 

78 Bartuschat (1992: 115). 

2 In this way he would accept the burden of proof, i.e. to deduce finite modes 
from infinite modes, which he rejects, as is well known: 1p21-23, cf. Bartuschat (1999: 
XIV). 

3 Deleuze (1968: 200-201, 262-263). 

31 Cf. Ellsiepen (2006). 

32 Gueroult supports this structuralist interpretation, but understands the grasping 
of the premises as the achievement of the scientia intuitiva. Only their explication 
would then be the task of the ratio. Aaron Garett (2003) argues for a variant of this 
interpretation, that the ordo geometricus were intended to draw conclusions from the 
idea of God which is present in us, though yet hidden, aiming at a progressive self- 
emendation of the mind. 

3 Cf. Schnepf (1996: 104-134). 
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the other, it would develop the implications that lie in each concept as 
conclusions drawn from it. Both functions together would then yield 
the possibility of bringing concepts into such an arrangement that the 
consequences of each concept, each in its context, and hence also com- 
prehensible connections between concepts could be presented ordine 
geometrico. 


4. SCIENTIA INTUITIVA 


The definition of the third and highest type of knowledge, which Spi- 
noza calls “scientia intuitiva” (2p40s2) i.e. “cognitio intuitiva” (4app4; 
5p36s), reads: “hoc cognoscendi genus procedit ab adaequata idea 
essentiae formalis quorundam Dei attributorum ad adaequatam cog- 
nitionem essentiae rerum” (2p40s2; cf. 5p25dem). Herewith a series of 
interpretation problems are connected:* a) the third type of knowl- 
edge is described as an adequate insight which is capable of compre- 
hending a connection of the attribute in question and the essence of 
an individual. How can Spinoza make it plausible that such an insight 
is possible for the human mind? b) In the definition above Spinoza 
speaks of a “procedere” as the kind of action characteristic of the third 
type. To this correspond formulations that also suggest a discursive 
moment (“deducere”, 2p47s, 4p36s; “consequi”, 5p3ldem; “conclu- 
dere”, 5p36s). On the other hand, he calls upon the metaphor of sight 
(intueri), which indicates precisely a non-discursive, intuitive moment 
(2p40s2). The ambivalence in this question seems almost a proprium 
of the highest category of knowledge, and requires an explanation. 
c) What range does the third type of knowledge have? Spinoza speaks 
of the “essence of things” that can be adequately known. Which are 
the things that the human mind can grasp in this way? And can there 
be an expansion of the range of object of the scientia intuitiva for 
man, although it knows things in relation to the eternal, unchangeable 
essence of divine attributes, and in this sense, sub specie aeternitatis? 
Finally, what relevance does the scientia intuitiva have for man? How 
is a knowledge to be assessed that constitutes a dimension of eternity 


32 Among the most important treatises on the scientia intuitiva cf. Parkinson (1954: 
181-190); Gueroult (1974: 417-487); Réd (1977); Hubbeling (1986); de Dijn (1991); 
Bartuschat (1992: 119-123, 326ff.); Wilson (1992) and Wilson (1996). Cf. also my 
presentation in Ellsiepen (2006: 10-144). 
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in something temporally extended, and which also unites with an 
affective moment, the amor Dei intellectualis? 

Ad a) The propositions 2p45-47 deal with the human possibility 
of adequate intuition. The fundamental argument can be portrayed 
in syllogistic form: Major: The essence of God implied in every idea 
of an actually existing thing (2p45) is only adequately knowable 
(2p46). Minor: The human mind has ideas of actually existing things 
(2p47dem). Conclusio: The essence of God is adequately knowable for 
man (2p47). Consequence: The human mind also has the possibility of 
adequately knowing the essences of things such as those which follow 
from the essence of God (2p47s), and so to consider things under the 
third type of knowledge. 

The most complex presupposition of this argument is the theory 
of the immanent causality of God, which Spinoza claims in 2p45. 
For every idea of an actually existing thing (“idea rei actu existentis”) 
implies (“involvit”, 1a4)*° a reference to God’s essence only insofar as 
it is itself, qua something that exists, an effect of divine causality. In 
2p45 Spinoza explicitly indicates that at that point he wants to regard 
that very moment of an existing thing through which its innermost 
constitution, its power to persevere in existence (“vis qua in existendo 
perseverat”), is expressed. That moment of an existing thing, though, 
is its actual essence (3p7), and the latter is nothing other than effect 
and a determinate manifestation of God’s essence as immanent cau- 
sality.*° The explanation of the possibility of intuitive knowledge thus 
refers back fundamentally to the ontological category of the causal 
immanence of God in things (1p15&16&18). 

Aside from this, Spinoza also cites the adequacy criterion men- 
tioned above. The essence of God—considered under the attribute in 
question—fulfils, under the presupposition of the immanent divine 
omnicausality, the condition of being in the modes of each attribute 
“equally in the part and in the whole” (2p38). According to the theory 
of structural isomorphy of idea and ideatum (1a4, 2p7c) each idea 
of each such mode then contains within itself a reference to God’s 
essence. Therefore the essence of God, as given in an idea, is only 
conceivable adequately (2p46). Spinoza assumes, as a fact of experi- 
ence, that the human mind has ideas of existing things (2a4&5). In 


35 Cf. on this Wilson (1991). 
% Cf. Ellsiepen (2006: 17-49). 
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2p47dem the cross-references show again that for him the ideas of cor- 
poreal affections and their mental self-observation are an indispens- 
able prerequisite even for the highest type of knowledge. It becomes 
clear at this point why Spinoza can also speak of the genera cogni- 
tionis as modi res contemplandi (2p40s2): Even the highest category 
of knowledge is nothing but a type and mode (modus)*’ of regarding 
the corporeal and mental things that are given to our mind in ideal 
representations. 

Ad b) What kind of action belongs to the scientia intuitiva, if there 
is an insight into the essence of divine attributes connected in it to 
a knowledge of the essence of things? In his classical interpretation 
Gueroult distinguished starting point, goal and process of intuitive 
knowledge.” His definition of the intuitive and procedural aspect of 
the third type of knowledge suggests a great continuity in Spinoza 
with the Cartesian concept of intuitus as immediate certain insight, 
as developed in Descartes’ Regulae ad Directionem Ingenii. Thus, in 
Spinoza not only the knowledge of the essence of God as the starting 
point is supposedly intuitively and immediately certain, but also the 
individual deductive steps that follow from it, and finally, as goal, also 
the knowledge of the essence of individua.” Gueroult hence under- 
stands the ordo geometricus in general as an act of intuitive knowl- 
edge.“ I consider this interpretation problematic because it finally 
must regard all adequate ideas as intuitive, and in this way blurs the 
difference between the two higher genera. It seems more plausible to 
me that the certainty of immediate insight which takes up Descartes’ 
intuitus concept has been transformed by Spinoza into the theory of 
adequacy. Intuitus in Spinoza is, as adequate insight into essences, one, 
and specifically the highest form of adequate knowledge. 

Nevertheless Gueroult’s argument shows the ambivalence of Spino- 
za’s concept of intuition with respect to its internal structure of men- 
tal action. ‘Intuitive’ and ‘deductive’ are here not to be understood 
as mutually exclusive opposites, but each of them rather describes a 
constitutive aspect of this type of knowledge.” In my opinion both are 


37 The word modus is not used in the Ethics exclusively as a terminus technicus in 
the sense of 1d5. 

38 Gueroult (1974: 446ff.). 

3 Gueroult (1974: 446-466). 

# Gueroult (1974: 46ff.). 

4. Cf. Schmidt (1975). 
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understandable from the special relation that Spinoza had in mind as 
the object of that third type of knowledge, namely from the essential 
relation of Deus and res particulares. The scientia intuitiva is nothing 
other than an insight into that context which has both its poles in the 
essential relation of God and individual things. 

As Spinoza thus combines a limit-concept of causality (causa sui) 
with the concept of a causal relation which differentiates cause and 
effect (causa rerum) (1p25s), the said ‘relation’ displays a moment of 
identity separate from the moment of difference that marks the tran- 
scendence of God. The essence of an individual thing is in this sense a 
modus (1d5, 1p25c) of divine essence, insofar as it portrays its mani- 
festation (exprimere) in finite determination. Epistemologically that 
duplicity of identity and difference is reflected in the scientia intuitiva 
as combination of the deductive and the intuitive moment. Insofar 
as the idea of God functions as the ground for the ideas of things’ 
essences that follow from it, it is not false to speak of a process of deri- 
vation. Insofar as the knowledge of things’ essences presents nothing 
else than the knowledge of the identical essence of God in a determi- 
nate modification, though, the real identity of the ideata is reflected 
in the ideal identity of the corresponding ideas. The identical in the 
difference, the divine power of intrinsic effectiveness in things, is men- 
tally represented as identical coincidence of ideas, and can therefore 
be grasped immediately and intuitively, with a glance (“uno intuito”, 
2p40s2) of the mind’s eye. 

The arithmetical example of the fourth proportional number (2p40s2, 
cf. TIE: 23f.) which Spinoza cites as an illustration of the types of 
knowledge, therefore makes good sense.” The genesis of knowledge in 
the individual genera is here made concrete with the analogy of a mer- 
chant’s calculative procedure. The imaginatio corresponds to an appli- 
cation of rules taken from memory, or from one’s own experience. To 
the concluding procedure of the ratio, however, only a formal proof 
of the rule arising from the universal property of proportionality (ex 
communi proprietate) is comparable, such as those deduced by Euclid. 
Spinoza sees the analogy of the execution of the scientia intuitiva 
in proceeding with the following most simple numbers (1/2 = 3/x). 
Just as the relation of the first two numbers (1/2) functions both as prin- 
ciple of itself and of the required second relation (3/6) and is grasped 


2 Cf. Matheron (1986); Ellsiepen (2006: 102, 112-114). 
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at first glance,” the essence of God functions both as the principle of 
itself (causa sui) and as the principle of things (causa rerum). God’s 
essence, which is identical in the modification of things’ essences, is in 
a similar way graspable uno intuito, as is 1/2 in the ratio 3/6. It must 
be observed that this ‘seeing’ of the numbers, in spite of the analogy, 
is no case of intuitive knowledge, but is only intended to illustrate 
the same. According to Spinoza, numbers are nothing but aids to the 
power of imagination. In his opinion imagining arithmetical relations 
is anything but insight into the essence of real things. 

Ad c) Insight into the essentiae rerum is the task of the scientia 
intuitiva, following its definition. In my opinion, by using the formu- 
lation rerum Spinoza consciously posits an indeterminacy in the realm 
of the objects one knows from intuition. At the end of the Ethics, in 
the fifth part, a more precise determination is given. Here it becomes 
clear why Spinoza formulated such a broad definition of that form 
of knowledge. For a consciousness belongs to the scientia intuitiva, 
which can grasp within itself three things: the human mind itself, 
God and things (“sui, et Dei, et rerum conscious”, 5p42, cf. 5p31s, 
5p39s). Under the formulation “cognitio essentiae rerum” in 2p40s2 
Spinoza can thus subsume, aside from the intuitive’ self-knowledge 
of the human mind, also the intuitive knowledge of things, which are 
different from the human mind. In 5p31 he supports the thesis that 
the knowledge of the essence of exterior things“ depends upon the 
essential self-knowledge of the human mind. The epistemic priority 
of self-knowledge follows from the fact that the essences of exterior 
things are only mentally accessible to us in the affection of the essence 
of our body. An adequate insight into the essence of exterior things, 
according to the adequacy rule from 2p38, can only grasp that part 


2 Cf. the addition in the Dutch translation: “and this all the more distinctly, as 
we only need to think of the special relation of the first two numbers, and not of 
the general property of proportional numbers...” Gebhardt (1924ff., 2: 364): Nagelate 
Schriften: „en dit zo veel te klarelijker, om dat wy alleenlijk op de bezondere reden 
der twee eerste getallen, en niet op d’algemene eigenschap der evenredige getallen 
behoeven te denken.“ Transl. C.E. 

“ I use “intuitive” here strictly in Spinoza’s sense, not, as customary in the contem- 
porary debate, to mean ‘pre-reflexive’ or ‘according to healthy common sense’. 

3 Vis-à-vis 5p31 the more precise formulation of the goal of proof of 5p21-31 
in 5p3ldem: “the Mind, insofar as it is eternal, is capable of... knowing things (my 
emphasis) by the third kind of knowledge...therefore, the Mind, insofar as it is eter- 
nal, is the adequate, or formal, cause of the third kind of knowledge” (“res tertio cog- 
nitionis genere cognoscendum...Mens...causa est adaequata”). 
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of the essence which that essence has in common with one’s own 
body, and is the same in part as in whole. Two conclusions can be 
drawn from this. a) Without an essential self-knowledge there can be 
no essential knowledge of things. b) The comprehension of the indi- 
vidual essence of a single thing cannot be spoken of, but rather only 
of the knowledge of the essence of an individuum, i.e. in its constitu- 
tion through the divine essence.“ Intuitive-essential self-knowledge, 
then, necessarily accompanies every intuitive-essential knowledge of 
things; a knowledge of God, however, is implied in both, in which man 
becomes conscious of God as the innermost ground of intrinsic power 
in its manifestation in an individual thing. The individual thing, be it 
one’s own mind or things exterior to it, is regarded under an aspect 
of eternity by the reference to the non-temporal existence of God. The 
famous formula, coined by Spinoza himself,” sub specie aeternitatis 
concipere” is in fact also used for the ratio, because it can know cer- 
tain properties of things as they are in fact in the things, and thus as 
they are necessarily placed in the natural order (2p44c2). But for the 
scientia intuitiva it has, however, an extraordinary importance. For, 
here, Spinoza is not only concerned with the agreement of concepts 
with the divine necessity of the natural order, but with the mental 
representation of that eternity itself (1d8)—in its manifestation in an 
individual thing (5p30). 

Progress, or gradual improvement, within this intuitive insight sub 
specie aeternitatis, is only possible in quantitative terms with respect 
to the extension of this type of contemplation to ever further objects 
through the regarding human mind, but not with respect to the quality 
of insight into that moment of eternity. To know ever more individual 
things in their essentiality therefore means to have a greater knowl- 
edge of God (5p24). At the same time it means both a decrease of the 
mode of observation sub duratione (5p23s) oriented toward time and 
space (cf. TIE: 108), and on the other hand an increase of the intel- 
lectual power of the mind, which can grasp itself and things external 
to it in their final constituting ground, in the dimension of eternity of 
their essence alone from out of its own potency. Therefore, according 
to Spinoza, such an intellectual affect connects itself to this highest 


46 Cf. on this Gueroult (1974: 459-463); Ellsiepen (2006: 46-50, 116-122). 

7 Jaquet (1997: 11). 

48 Concerning the variation of the formula as sub quadam specie aeternitatis cf. 
Gueroult (1974: 609-615); Jaquet (1997: 109-123). 
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type of knowledge that makes the consciousness of intrinsic mental 
activity see itself as a non-objective love of God. The Amor Dei intel- 
lectualis as the affective side of the scientia intuitiva reflects its cogni- 
tive structure of the manifestation of the inner divine ground at the 
locus of human consciousness in a mental-affective participation in 
the eternal.” Hence, an affinity to the religious attitude is suitable for 
the scientia intuitiva.” 

In conclusion, the characteristica of the Spinozan types of knowl- 
edge can be summarised in the following: 

The imaginatio as a basal power of imagination delivers those 
mental representations (ideas) of our body that make up our human 
mind. However, in the connection of ideas, though, it remains how- 
ever bound to the association conditioned by corporeal affections and 
develops abstracting imaginative aids which fortify its adhesion to its 
inadequate order of ideas. 

From the content of the ideas accessible to the human mind, the 
ratio develops common notions (notiones communes) into adequate 
ideas of universally i.e. specifically common properties. These ideas 
form the ground for rational conclusions which can demonstrate the 
connections of concepts without, however, needing to presuppose a 
complete systematic claim. 

The scientia intuitiva, the highest type of knowledge, grasps the 
objects of the human mind’s ideas in their essence, recognising the 
intrinsic power of things as the innermost ground of their existence 
and determinate manifestation of divine omnicausality. Its intuitive- 
deductive double character owes itself to its reference to both the 
identity, and difference, combining relation of God’s immanent cau- 
sality in the things. It always implies knowledge of the essence of one’s 
own mind and thus unites adequate self-consciousness and essential 
knowledge of things; both as knowledge sub specie aeternitatis bound 
together with the insight of being simultaneously aware of God’s eter- 
nity at the locus of the finite. 


® For greater detail on the Amor Dei intellectualis see Kisser in this book. 
°° Cf. Ellsiepen (2005). 
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ETHICS: DE ORIGINE ET NATURA AFFECTUUM 


CONATUS: A PIVOTAL DOCTRINE AT THE CENTER 
OF THE ETHICS 


Thomas Cook 


The Ethics is remarkable for the scope of its philosophical ambition. 
In one volume Spinoza tackles central questions of metaphysics, the- 
ology, epistemology, physics, philosophy of mind, psychology, and 
ethics. These questions are not just addressed seriatim, each an isolated 
puzzle. On the contrary, Spinoza provides a systematic account of real- 
ity in which each field of inquiry has its proper place, related concep- 
tually to the other fields in ways that reveal the remarkably integrated 
character of the whole. 

By the end of Part 2, central metaphysical categories are in place, 
along with an account of the ways in which things follow necessarily 
from the infinite and eternal divine substance. Basic physical prin- 
ciples have been provided and the nature of the mind has been clari- 
fied, together with an account of how human beings can know and 
how they can err. The faculty of free will has been shown to be non- 
existent—present neither in God nor in man—merely an illusory con- 
sequence of our ignorance. 

In Part 3 Spinoza is ready to begin making good on the title of his 
work, for he is ready to begin addressing the central questions of eth- 
ics. For him, as for many earlier theorists, the point of ethical inquiry 
is to ascertain what kind of life is best for human beings and to figure 
out how we can overcome the obstacles that keep us from having that 
kind of life. He holds, plausibly, that a life of joy is better than a life 
of sadness. But joy and sadness are affective states, and so an ethi- 
cal investigation will have to focus on our affective lives. Not only is 
the good life defined in part by positive emotions such as joy, but 
certain misguided and excessive emotions—irrational passions—are 
among the most troublesome obstacles to our acquiring and enjoy- 
ing the good life. If we would devise a strategy to free ourselves from 
the destructive negative passions and free ourselves for the positive 
affect of joy, we need to understand just what the affects are, how they 
arise and how they operate. Part 3 of the Ethics—“On the Origin and 
Nature of the Affects’—is devoted to just that task. 
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Before beginning his analysis Spinoza pauses to remind the reader 
that although in a sense he is dealing with a new subject matter—the 
emotions—he will not be employing a new method. On the contrary, 
human emotions, like all other things and events, are natural phenom- 
ena. They occur in accordance with the laws of nature and must be 
investigated and understood in terms of those laws. 


[T]he laws and rules of nature, according to which all things happen, 
and change from one form to another, are always and everywhere the 
same. So the way of understanding the nature of anything, of whatever 
kind, must also be the same, viz. through the universal laws and rules 
of nature. (3praef) 


In a well-known sentence that recalls Galilean physics as well as his 
own geometrical method, Spinoza concludes the Preface by saying, “I 
shall consider human actions and appetites just as if it were a Question 
of lines, planes, and bodies.” (3praef) 

There is a sense in which Spinoza remains true to these words. He 
does indeed employ his customary geometrical manner of demonstra- 
tion in Part 3 as he discusses human actions and appetites. But in 
another sense he cannot deal with these things “just as if it were a 
Question of lines, planes, and bodies” for the simple reason that human 
actions and appetites are not just like lines, planes, and bodies. They 
are indeed purely natural phenomena, but they emerge in an entity 
whose complexity often requires that we use descriptive and explana- 
tory concepts that go beyond those required for geometry or physics 
(“lines, planes and bodies”). Spinoza is aware of that, and knows that 
he must introduce additional conceptual means in order to develop his 
full account of human actions and affects. 

For example, to account for human actions and appetites, one natu- 
rally resorts to intentional and purposive descriptions and explana- 
tions. Moreover, if Spinoza is to address human actions he must have 
an account of the human being as a locus and source of active agency. 
At the beginning of Part 3 he has not yet developed the conceptual 
means to underwrite such explanations. He needs to expand his con- 
ceptual toolbox. He needs to bring in something new, but he needs to 
do so in a way that does not suggest an ontological break. 

Spinoza solves this problem by introducing the conatus principle in 
Proposition 6 of Part 3: “Each thing, in so far as it is in itself, strives 
to persevere in its being.”’ The conatus principle is introduced with- 


1 As translated by Elwes and White. The translation of Curley is: “Each thing, as far 
as it can by its own power, strives to persevere in its being.” (3p6) 


CONATUS 151 


out fanfare and is demonstrated in a way that seeks to emphasize its 
continuity with the metaphysical discussions that have gone before. 
As it is presented, it does not appear to represent a serious conceptual 
innovation. But 3p6 (the conatus principle) will ultimately prove to be 
one of the most important propositions in the entire Ethics. 

The doctrine of universal striving for self-preservation (3p6) opens 
up the conceptual space for Spinoza’s affective psychology, his ethical 
doctrine and ultimately even his political theory.” This striving turns 
out to be the basis for all desire (3p9s), and the fundamental emo- 
tions of joy and sadness (upon which the whole complex theory of 
the affects rests) are a direct result of the satisfaction or the frustration 
of that desire. Since one’s virtue is a function of the power of one’s 
striving (4d8), the conatus doctrine provides Spinoza with a basis for 
moral norms. And since Spinoza holds that each individual’s natural 
right is coextensive with his/her conatic power, this striving provides 
a conceptual starting-point for his political theory. 

Because of its centrality and importance, the conatus principle (3p6) 
must be examined carefully and critically. The following series of ques- 
tions will provide the structure for our interpretive investigation: 


1) What important historical precedents might have influenced Spi- 
noza in adopting the conatus principle? 

2) What, exactly, does it mean to say that each thing “strives to per- 
severe in its being?” 

3) How is the conatus principle derived, and is that derivation 
legitimate? 

4) Can the doctrine be defended against obvious objections and 
counter-examples? 


These are the questions to be considered as we seek to interpret this 
central passage in this classic text.’ 


? Don Garrett provides a very helpful summary of the centrality of the conatus 
doctrine on p. 127 of Garrett (2002). 

> The secondary literature contains extensive commentary and controversy regard- 
ing all of these questions (and more). I will make passing mention of a few prominent 
sources (mostly in footnotes), but will not actually engage directly in the debates. 
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1. HISTORICAL PRECEDENTS FOR THE CONATUS DOCTRINE 


Any casual observer might note that animals (including humans) 
generally act so as to prolong their existence and to avoid death and 
destruction. They eat, drink, seek shelter, and elude predators. This 
common behavioral tendency has been raised by some philosophers to 
the exalted status of a universal truth about human and animal nature. 
The Stoics generally favored such a view. For example, in De Finibus 
(III,V), we find Cicero making the following claim: 


As soon as a living thing is born it feels an attachment for itself and an 
inclination to preserve itself and its condition, and to love those things 
which tend to preserve its condition, while it is averse to its destruction 
and to those things which seem to lead to destruction.* 


Spinoza was of course influenced by the Stoics (and was accused by Leib- 
niz of belonging to the Neo-Stoic school), so it would not be surprising 
if the Stoics’ embrace of this principle attracted Spinoza’s attention. 

In Spinoza’s own seventeenth century we find Hobbes emphasiz- 
ing the centrality of man’s instinct for self-preservation in the devel- 
opment of his political theory. Humans naturally seek comfortable 
circumstances for living, but the chief thing that motivates us is our 
aversion to death. Indeed, as we are told in De Cive (1,7), we shun 
death “...by a certain impulsion of nature, no less than that whereby 
a stone moves downward.” In Hobbes’ political theory this “impul- 
sion of nature” whereby we avoid death serves as the basis for both 
the “right of nature” (by which we are at liberty to use our power for 
the preservation of our lives) and the “law of nature” (by which we are 
forbidden to do anything destructive of our own lives). The impulse 
to self-preservation is thus central for Hobbes, and of course Hobbes’ 
views were quite influential on Spinoza. 

We can find a number of Spinoza’s predecessors who held a view 
of human nature that highlights our efforts to preserve ourselves and 
to avoid death.° And Spinoza doubtless found some support for his 


4 Cicero (1983: 233). This passage is cited in Curley (1988: 114). I have followed his 
translation of the Latin. In establishing the Stoic precedents for the conatus principle, 
Pollock quotes from Diogenes Laertius (Pollock (1899: 109)). 

5 Hobbes (1991: 115). 

é In his incomparably detailed account of the historical sources and development 
of Spinoza’s thought, Wolfson (1934) cites passages from Augustine, Aquinas, Duns 
Scotus, Dante, Telesius and Spinoza’s teacher, Rabbi Saul Levi Morteira. 
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conatus doctrine in the familiar prevalence of these prior views. But 
his position goes beyond any of these, for he makes the striving to 
persevere in being an essential characteristic not only of human beings 
and other living organisms, but of every existing thing. For Spinoza, 
the conatus principle is a universal principle. The ubiquity that Spi- 
noza claims for this striving makes it all the more important—but also 
all the more puzzling. 


2. 3P6—WHAT Does IT CLAIM? 


When we think of something striving to persevere in its being, we 
naturally think of living organisms and their self-preservation instinct. 
Spinoza wants his principle to cover this kind of survival instinct in 
animals, but, as noted above, the proposition itself makes amuch more 
universal claim. The claim is that each thing (unaquaeque res) strives 
to persevere in its being. When we note this wording and remember 
that this principle is supposed to help bridge the gap between “lines, 
planes, and bodies” and the emotional lives of human beings, it is 
clear that we have to cast the net more broadly to catch Spinoza’s 
meaning. 

The term ‘conatur—translated here as “strives’—normally has the 
connotation of someone’s ‘making an effort’ or ‘trying’ to do some- 
thing. This, in turn suggests that the individual has a conception of 
that which he is trying to accomplish.’ If the conatus principle is inter- 
preted in this way, it would amount to the very implausible claim that 
every thing has a conception of its perseverance in being and makes 
an effort to bring it about. While this might make sense in application 
to humans and perhaps to some other sentient animals, it would be 
absurd if applied universally to “each thing.”* 

Fortunately there is, elsewhere, textual support for another read- 
ing of the term ‘conatur one that provides Spinoza with much of 
what he needs without implausibly attributing complex thoughts to 


7 Curley (1988: 107). 

® I say this in spite of Spinoza’s notorious claim that all individuals are, in vary- 
ing degrees, animata (2p13s). Despite this claim he does not seem to think that all 
individuals (including rocks, circles and candles) are capable of forming conceptions 
of their future existence. 
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rocks.’ Spinoza’s first published work was a geometrical presentation of 
Descartes’ Principles of Philosophy. In the context of that work Spi- 
noza uses the terms ‘conatus or ‘conatur to refer simply to a body’s 
natural tendency to move in a certain way. So, for example, PPC2p17 
tells us that “Every body that moves in a circle strives to move away 
from the center of the circle that it describes.” This principle of (what 
we would call) centrifugal force presumably does not require that the 
body have a conception of the direction that it strives to go, nor that 
it ‘make an effort’ of any kind. Rather, to say that it strives to move in 
a certain direction simply means that it naturally tends to do so—i.e. 
that it will do so unless it is constrained in some way from without. In 
the Definitions at the beginning of Part 3 of the PPC, Spinoza is quite 
explicit regarding this point: 


By Striving for motion (conatum ad motum) we do not understand 
any thought, but only that a part of matter is so placed and stirred to 
motion, that it really would go somewhere if it were not prevented by 
any cause. 


One more passage in this early work is directly relevant to our con- 
sideration of 3p6. Spinoza appended to his exposition of Descartes’ 
system a series of “Metaphysical Thoughts” (Cogitata Metaphysica) of 
his own. Near the end of Part 1 of these “Thoughts” he discusses those 
misguided thinkers who mistakenly distinguish between a thing and 
the thing’s striving to persevere in being. 


They distinguish between the thing itself and the striving that is in each 
thing to preserve its being, although they do not know what they under- 
stand by striving. For though the thing and its striving to preserve its 
being are distinguished by reason, or rather verbally (which deceives these 
people very greatly), they are not in any way really distinct. (G 1, 248) 


It is clear that in this passage of his early work Spinoza is already 
talking about the conatus principle and is identifying the striving to 
persevere in being with “the thing itself”.' He follows this with an 
example that is, despite its typical abstractness, quite helpful: 


° Pollock (1899: 109) and Della Rocca (1996a: 196) both appeal to these passages 
in the PPC when discussing the meaning of conatur for Spinoza. 

10 In the Ethics (3p7) Spinoza equates the striving to persevere with the “actual 
essence” of the thing. Cf. note 16 (below). 
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To make this clear, let us take an example of a very simple thing. Motion 
has a force of persevering in its state; this force is really nothing other 
than the motion itself—that is, the nature of motion is such. For if I say 
that in this body, A, there is nothing but a certain quantity of motion, 
it follows clearly from this that, so long as I attend to A, I must always 
say that it is moving. For if I were to say that it was losing, of itself, its 
force of moving, I should necessarily have to attribute to it something 
else, besides what we have supposed in the hypothesis, through which it 
was losing its nature. (G 1, 248) 


Spinoza moves easily between a thing’s striving to persevere in its being 
and a body in motion’s tendency to remain in motion. This suggests 
that we can think of the striving to persevere in being along the lines 
of the principle of inertia. We need not attribute to the thing any con- 
ception of itself or its own future in order to attribute to it a tendency 
(a conatus) to persevere in its being. Furthermore, as these passages 
make clear, in this early work Spinoza holds that a thing’s striving to 
persevere in being is not anything other than the thing itself. Just as it 
is the very nature of motion to sustain itself inertially (in the absence 
of countervailing forces) it is the very nature of an existent thing to 
persevere in its being (in the absence of countervailing factors). 


3. DERIVING THE CONATUS PRINCIPLE 


These passages from Spinoza’s early works are helpful, I think, in deter- 
mining just what is (and what is not) being claimed in 3p6. Reading 
the proposition in this light is also helpful in suggesting how Spinoza 
might have arrived at this claim. It seems to me that there are two dif- 
ferent, though complementary routes that can be followed in tracing 
the path that leads Spinoza to 3p6. One of these really is an analogy 
to motion and its (inertial) tendency to continue itself. Spinoza found 
a way to apply a kind of inertial principle to the constitution of com- 
plex extended modes. This leads easily to the view that all composite 
bodies have a natural homeostatic tendency to maintain their physical 
integrity (and thus their continued existence). 

I suspect that Spinoza found this inference irresistible, and that this 
path of thought was most influential in leading him to 3p6. We will 
explore this route first (in (a) below). But this is not the official deriva- 
tion of the proposition offered in the Ethics. On the contrary, with no 
explicit mention whatever of inertia or even of motion, Spinoza pro- 
vides a proof of 3p6 based on very abstract and general metaphysical 
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principles from Part 1 and on two propositions that immediately pre- 
cede 3p6. We will analyze that derivation in some detail, as well (in (b) 
below), and will reflect on the relationship between these two routes 
that brought Spinoza to the conatus principle. 


(a) Inertia, homeostasis and conatus 


Just after 2p13 of the Ethics Spinoza finds that he must interrupt his 
account of the human mind in order to provide a brief account of the 
nature of physical bodies. The very first lemma tells us that bodies are 
distinguished from each other by reason of motion and rest rather 
than by reason of substance. We then learn, in an application of 1p28, 
that any body in motion or at rest must have been determined to be 
in motion or at rest by another body, which was in turn determined to 
be in motion or at rest by yet another, and so on to infinity. Spinoza 
provides, as a corollary to this, his principle of inertia 


that a body in motion moves until it is determined by another body to 
rest; and that a body at rest also remains at rest until it is determined to 
motion by another. (lem3c) 


Spinoza offers the following justification (which echoes, almost ver- 
batim, the above-quoted passage from the Cogitata Metaphysica and 
which presages the proof of 3p4): 


This is also known through itself (per se notum). For when I suppose that 
a body A, say, is at rest, and do not attend to any other body in motion, 
I can say nothing about body A except that it is at rest. If afterwards it 
happens that body A moves, that of course could not have come about 
from the fact that it was at rest. For from that nothing else could follow 
but that body A would be at rest. If, on the other hand, A is supposed 
to move, then as often as we attend only to A we shall be able to affirm 
nothing concerning it except that it moves... (lem3c) 


In Spinoza’s first example, being at rest is definitive of A, and so long 
as we attend only to A (and to nothing external) we will find nothing 
but that which is definitive of A—i.e. its being at rest. So, too, mutatis 
mutandis, if A is in motion. 

Spinoza’s point is offered as if it were a purely logical point—as long 
as I attend only to that which is definitive of A, nothing can follow but 
more of the same. Nothing contrary to P can be deduced from propo- 
sition P alone. The move from this logical point to a conclusion about 
the laws of physics seems odd to us, but Spinoza, the causal rationalist, 
finds this sort of move congenial. 
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But this discussion of the inertial force of bodies in motion or at 
rest can help with the derivation of 3p6 only if it can be extended to 
something more interesting than “a body in motion”. Spinoza takes 
that step in the definition of a “composite body”: 


When a number of bodies, whether of the same or of different size, 
are so constrained by other bodies that they lie upon one another, or if 
they so move...that they communicate their motions to each other in 
a certain fixed manner, we shall say that those bodies are united with 
one another and that they all together compose one body or Individual, 
which is distinguished from the others by this union of bodies. (Defini- 
tion following lem3) 


Ina series of lemmas Spinoza explains that even if this composite body 
gets larger or smaller, or moves from one place to another, or replaces 
some of its parts with other like parts, it remains the same body so 
long as its parts maintain “the same ratio of motion and rest” (lem5) 
among themselves." There has been a lot of speculation about exactly 
what Spinoza means by the phrase “ratio of motion and rest”, but 
we can say with some confidence that it refers to the relative posi- 
tion and motion that the parts of the complex body have vis-a-vis 
one another—position and motion that are definitive and constitutive 
of the composite body’s form and which must remain more or less 
constant if that body is to remain the body that it is. Indeed—and 
this is the important point—the composite body’s remaining the body 
that it is just is nothing other than its parts’ maintaining this con- 
stancy of “ratio of motion and rest” as they interact with each other 
and as the whole body interacts in various ways with the surrounding 
environment. 

Perhaps a brief appeal to a more contemporary scientific view can 
be helpful here. Nowadays we know quite a lot about the bio-chemical 
processes that constitute and sustain the organic unity and continu- 
ity of an individual plant or animal. These processes all happen in 
accordance with the laws of nature, of course, and they constitute the 
organism’s survival and its continuity over time. We can say that an 
animal has a natural tendency to ingest nutrients, absorb oxygen, expel 


1 Though Spinoza does not use the term, he has produced here a remarkably 
sophisticated theory of organism. Hans Jonas provides an interesting discussion in 
Jonas (1965). Although Spinoza of course knew nothing of evolution, his account is 
remarkably consonant with certain kinds of functional and adaptationist explanations 
prevalent in our contemporary biology. 
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wastes, repair tissue damage, regulate body temperature, etc. But it is 
a little misleading to say that the animal “has a tendency” to do these 
things. It would be more accurate to say that the natural tendency of 
these processes to occur as they do, in coordination with each other, 
constitutes the homeostatic maintenance of the organic unity that is 
this animal. These processes are the animal. The natural tendency of 
these processes to occur as they do amounts to a natural tendency on 
the part of the animal to survive—to persevere in being. 

The laws of biochemistry are such that once these processes are 
underway, they will continue until conditions change or something 
interrupts the process. The laws of nature make no reference to time 
or duration per se. This natural tendency will perpetuate the organic 
unity that is the animal just as the natural inertial tendency of a mov- 
ing object keeps that object in motion. Once Spinoza has defined the 
identity of a composite body in terms of the constancy of the ratio of 
motion and rest among the parts of the body; and once it is clear that 
the parts naturally interact with each other in such a way as to main- 
tain that ratio; it is easy for Spinoza to embrace the parallel between a 
moving body’s inertial tendency to remain in motion and a composite 
body’s tendency to persevere in being. 

And just as he thinks of the moving body’s inertial tendency to con- 
tinue moving as a force,” so too the composite body’s tendency to 
persevere in being is seen as a force. This seems to me the best way 
to understand the following interesting passage from the Scholium to 
2p45: 


For even if each one [singular thing] is determined by another singular 
thing to exist in a certain way, still the force by which each one perse- 
veres in existing follows from the eternal necessity of God’s nature. 


I take it that the eternal necessity of God’s nature arrives by way of the 
laws of nature—the timeless nomological regularities of God’s activity. 
The force by which a thing perseveres in being follows from the laws of 
nature and from their timeless, unchanging constancy—laws in light 
of which the parts of the composite body interact in such a way as to 
maintain a certain ratio of motion and rest among them.” 


12 See the passage (above) from the CM (1: 248): “Motion has a force of persevering 
in its state; this force is really nothing other than the motion itself...” 

13 There is a lot of interesting commentary on just where to locate the laws of nature 
(or the nomological regularities characteristic of God-in-act) in Spinoza’s metaphysi- 
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Finally, Spinoza can be confident that nothing in the composite body 
itself will destroy it, for the body is defined in terms of the mainte- 
nance of a certain relationship among the parts (the above-mentioned 
“ratio of motion and rest”). Any putatively internal part of the com- 
posite body that is destructive of the defining ratio is eo ipso not in the 
requisite relationship to the other parts and is thus not a part of the 
body. Anything that might destroy the body will have to be something 
other than a part of the body—i.e. something external to the body. 

This seems to me a plausible conceptual path by which Spinoza 
could have arrived at the view that all modes of extension—whether 
simpler modes defined by their motion or composite modes defined 
by a certain “ratio of motion and rest”—naturally tend to persevere in 
their being. Living organisms provide the most perspicuous example 
of this tendency, but for Spinoza living organisms differ from inor- 
ganic things merely in their degree of complexity and their capacity 
to interact in various ways with the environment without loss of the 
ratio of motion and rest among their parts that defines them. Spinoza 
sees a continuous spectrum of increasing complexity from the motion 
or rest of a simple body to the ratio of motion and rest of a complex 
organism—but the conatus principle applies equally to them all. 


(b) The derivation/demonstration in the Ethics, Part 3 


The conceptual similarities between the principle of inertia and the 
conatus doctrine are patent, and they have often been mentioned by 
commentators. I have worked out these similarities in some detail here 
because I think that they influenced Spinoza’s thinking and because 
the parallels help me to understand the conatus doctrine in its full 
generality. But in the Ethics Spinoza does not explicitly develop these 
parallels. On the contrary, the derivation of the conatus doctrine (i.e. 
the demonstration of 3p6) proceeds at a higher level of abstraction— 
at the level of general metaphysical principles that make no explicit 
mention of motion, of inertia, of organisms or of extended things per 
se at all. This demonstration is difficult, but interesting, and (given 


cal system. See Yovel (1991) and Curley (1969). I have tried to tell a plausible story 
about this in Cook (1986). 
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the centrality and importance of the conatus doctrine for Spinoza’s 
system) deserving of our attention.'* 

The proof of 3p6 in the Ethics actually begins with 3p4. It reads: 
“No thing can be destroyed except through an external cause.” Spinoza 
first suggests that no demonstration is necessary since this proposition 
“is evident through itself” (per se patet). This is interesting. If it were 
truly “evident through itself” it would presumably have the status of 
an axiom. If it were labeled as such (as an axiom), it would call our 
attention to the fact that this proposition is not deduced from any 
prior proposition or propositions. This in turn might make us mindful 
that something new—a conceptual innovation—is in process here.’ 

But Spinoza does not dwell on the self-evidence of the proposition. 
On the contrary, immediately after telling the reader that the proposi- 
tion is self-evident, he offers the following argument in support of it: 


For the definition of any thing affirms, and does not deny, the thing’s 
essence, or it posits the thing’s essence, and does not take it away. So 
while we attend only to the thing itself, and not to external causes, we 
shall not be able to find anything in it which can destroy it. (3p4dem) 


Spinoza is moving quickly here among the notions of definition, 
essence, thing and destruction. The general idea seems to be that the 
definition of something affirms its essence and that the definition also 
tells us what is included in “the thing itself”. I look to the definition 
of something to see what is in the thing itself, and when I look to the 
definition I will find the essence of the thing affirmed or posited, rather 
than “taken away”. Thus, since I cannot find in the definition anything 
that takes away the essence, nothing in “the thing itself” can destroy 
the thing. Hence only an external cause could destroy it. 

Spinoza is assuming that the definition of something cannot “deny” 
or “take away” the essence of the thing.’ What exactly does he have 


14 The demonstration of 3p6 has been widely (and fruitfully) discussed in the recent 
literature. Bennett (1984: 240-246) identifies various weaknesses in the argument; 
Della Rocca (1996a: 202-206) points out additional problems. Don Garrett (2002) 
defends the argument, relying on an interesting concept of “inherence”. I find Bar- 
tuschat’s discussion, Bartuschat (1992: 135-137), helpful as well. 

5 Bennett (1984: 234) points out that 3p4 is “the only proposition in the Ethics 
that is demonstrated without help from previously declared doctrines.” Bartuschat’s 
discussion of the independent status of 3p4 is more substantive and is very helpful 
here, cf. Bartuschat (1992: 133-137). 

16 Spinoza has an official definition of “essence” (2d2), but it seems unhelpful here. 
In terms of our earlier discussion, the essence of a composite mode might be the “ratio 
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in mind here? I think that once again we can find some help in the 
Cogitata Metaphysica. Here Spinoza is discussing necessity and impos- 
sibility, and he says that “A thing is said to be necessary or impossible 
in two ways: either in respect to its essence or in respect to its cause.” 
When he discusses those things that are impossible in respect to their 
essences, he explains that he means things whose definitions involve 
contradictions. These impossible things are called “chimaeras”; his 
favorite example is a square circle. One can look at the very definition 
of a square circle and see that a square circle is impossible, for the 
definition simultaneously affirms circularity and “denies” it or “takes 
it away”. Two logically contradictory (and hence mutually exclusive) 
predicates, such as square and circular, cannot co-exist in or as a single 
essence, for they would “take each other away”. 

Thus, nothing has a self-contradictory definition, and nothing has a 
self-negating essence—and so Spinoza can be confident that so long as 
we attend to the definition and the essence of a thing, we will not find 
anything to “deny” or “take away” that essence. In the last sentence 
of the proof, though, Spinoza argues that the same line of reasoning 
applies not only to the thing’s essence, but to “the thing itself”. So, if 
we attend only to the thing itself we will not find a self-contradictory 
definition or a self-stultifying essence. And thus we will not find within 
the thing itself anything that can destroy it. 

This kind of self-contradiction within one’s essence seems like 
a strange way to think about something’s being destroyed. Spinoza 
would agree that it is odd, and would explain the oddness by point- 
ing out that it is describing an impossibility. Yet Spinoza would insist 
that this is the only way in which a thing could be destroyed other 
than by an external cause. And since this is impossible, no thing can 
be destroyed except through an external cause (QED). But why would 
Spinoza have thought that this is the only way that something could be 
destroyed other than by an external cause? I would speculate that since 
he is thinking of what is in the thing in terms of the thing’s essence, 
and since the essence (as we are repeatedly told, i.e. 4praef, 3p8) has 


of motion and rest” that is definitive of the mode. It is also, as noted above, a force 
that tends to perpetuate itself. The essence (as articulated in the definition) indicates 
the boundaries of what is internal to and external to the body. 

17 It seems to me that in this line of argumentation Spinoza is conflating “the thing 
itself”, the essence of the thing, that which the definition articulates and the thing “in 
so far as it is in itself”. 
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no reference to any specific duration, it does not seem possible that 
something in the thing (in the thing’s essence) could bring about the 
end of the thing’s duration.'* The only way anything internal to the 
essence could “take it away” would be by contradiction. But that is of 
course impossible (chimerical). Thus only external factors could result 
in the thing’s destruction. 

Spinoza takes this line of argument one step further in 3p5.'° Since 
nothing can be destroyed by anything internal to it, to the extent that 
“things” are capable of destroying each other, they “are of a contrary 
nature, i.e., cannot be in the same subject”. It is not clear what Spinoza 
means here by “things”. Nor is it clear just what is entailed by the fact 
that these things are “of a contrary nature” and “cannot be in the same 
subject”. But the importance of these claims comes through (as we will 
see) in Spinoza’s attempt to use this proposition in the proof of 3p6. 

Spinoza has established that no thing can be destroyed except by an 
external cause and that things that are capable of destroying each other 
are of a contrary nature and cannot be in the same subject. Both of 
these claims are negative in form—they state what cannot occur and 
cannot be the case. Thus it comes as a surprise to the reader that the 
next proposition, the all-important 3p6, tells us what each thing strives 
to do. “Each thing, in so far as it is in itself, strives to persevere in its 
being.” Clearly Spinoza cannot derive this positive claim about what 
things do directly and solely from the earlier negative propositions 
about what is not the case. 

The proof of 3p6 begins by reminding the reader of some very basic 
principles of Spinoza’s metaphysics—that singular things are modes 
“that express, in a certain and determinate way, God’s power, by which 
God is and acts”. The immediate relevance of this is unclear, but it does 
remind us that to be anything at all is to express power, and hence 
to be active. If a thing is active, but cannot (by 3p4) be destructive 
toward itself, then its activity must be of a non-self-destructive kind. 
This does not yet prove 3p6, however, for the thing’s activity might be 
non-self-destructive without necessarily striving to persevere in being. 
Spinoza tries to fill in the missing step in the argument by appealing 
to the immediately prior proposition, claiming that 3p5 shows that a 


18 This is Bennett’s reading as well, if I am understanding him correctly (Bennett 
1984: 235). 

1 “Things are of a contrary nature, i.e., cannot be in the same subject, insofar as 
one can destroy the other.” 
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thing “is opposed to everything which can take its existence away”. 
The reader is invited to imagine a thing actively “opposing” things 
that threaten its existence, and thus to conclude that the thing is striv- 
ing to preserve itself. But all that has been shown in 3p5 is that things 
capable of destroying each other are of a contrary nature and cannot 
be in the same subject. That does not entail that the thing “opposes” 
things capable of destroying it, in the sense needed to yield 3p6—even 
if the “striving” of 3p6 is interpreted in the limited—inertial—way dis- 
cussed above. 

I do not think that the proof of 3p6 will succeed as it stands. But 
the account of the individuation of complex modes developed in (a) 
above can provide the required addition to ease the inference. Every 
composite body is defined in terms of the constancy of a certain ratio 
of motion and rest among its parts. An item counts as (and endures 
as) an individual thing only to the extent that that ratio is sustained. 
Given this account of what it is to be a composite body, it is clear that 
a tendency to maintain that ratio is definitive of every such body. This 
is, in a sense, an analytic truth (which is of course in keeping with the 
repeated emphasis on what will be clear so long as we attend only to 
the definition of the thing itself). The inference from the definition of 
a thing to its active tendency to persevere in being is clear enough in 
the case of a composite body, understood in terms of the definition 
of a composite body after 2p13. Spinoza seems to think that the same 
inference is available at the more abstract metaphysical level in 3p6. 


4. OBJECTIONS AND COUNTEREXAMPLES 


We have worked hard to try to understand how Spinoza derives the 
conatus principle early in Part 3 of the Ethics. The reader can judge 
for him/herself how successful Spinoza’s argument is. But many have 
claimed that the argumentation must obviously be unsound, since it 
leads to a patently false conclusion. Spinoza’s claims—that each thing 
strives to persevere in being and that nothing can be destroyed except 
through an external cause—seem easily refuted by common examples. 
Suicides are obvious instances of self-destruction. Time-bombs and 
even the sun itself (destined to burn out of its own accord) have been 
offered as obvious counterexamples to Spinoza’s thesis. 

Spinoza knew nothing of time-bombs, of course, and he does not 
have anything to say about the sun in this context. But he is aware 
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that suicides constitute a problem for his view—so much so that he 
addresses the question in three different places in the Ethics. In the 
first passage (2p49s) he puts suicides in the same category as “chil- 
dren, fools and madmen”, and grants that he does not know what to 
think of such creatures. In 4p18s, discussing what reason demands of 
us, he asserts that “those who kill themselves are weak-minded and 
completely conquered by external causes contrary to their nature”. 
This has to be Spinoza’s way of responding, for only by removing the 
cause of the destruction from within the individual can he avoid the 
unwelcome conclusion that the individual was destroyed by itself (or 
by something within itself). But at this point it is not clear just how we 
are to draw the line between that which is within the individual and 
that which is external to it. Spinoza provides a little more clarity on 
this question with the following examples in 4p20s: 


Someone may kill himself because he is compelled by another, who 
twists his right hand (which happens to hold a sword)...or because 
he is forced by the command of a Tyrant (as Seneca was) to open his 
veins...or finally because hidden external causes so dispose his imagina- 
tion, and so affect his Body, that it takes on another nature, contrary to 
the former... 


In the first two cases it seems plausible to say that the individual was 
destroyed not by himself but by external causes. The third case is more 
interesting, but more problematic. Spinoza allows that an individual’s 
imagination and body could be so altered by “hidden causes” that the 
individual “takes on another nature, contrary to the former”. The talk 
of an individual’s “taking on” a nature is problematic, of course, for 
it seems to presuppose a constant underlying individual capable of 
having different natures—a view of individual identity that Spinoza 
rejects. What he must hold is that the individual, as a result of the 
“hidden external causes”, has become something different from what 
he was.” But if the individual has become a different entity, then the 
original individual has thereby already ceased to exist and cannot be 
slain by the new-natured individual’s hand. And if the new-natured 
individual destroys itself, Spinoza’s initial problem of explaining self- 
destroyers re-arises here. 


20 Wallace Matson provides an insightful discussion of these issues in Matson 
(1977). 


CONATUS 165 


Spinoza addresses the problem of suicide repeatedly, but ultimately 
he is not trying to explain self-destruction. Rather, he seeks to explain 
away the misleading appearance of self-destruction. For him, self- 
destroyers are in the same category as round squares—chimerical 
non-entities with self-contradictory essences. Suicides cannot serve as 
refuting counter-examples to his theory, for there are no real suicides. 
And in case the reader still has doubts, Spinoza closes his final discus- 
sion of the issue of suicide as follows: 


that a man should, from the necessity of his own nature, strive not to 
exist, or to be changed into another form, is as impossible as that some- 
thing should come from nothing. Anyone who gives this a little thought 
will see it. (4p20s) 


5. CONCLUDING THOUGHTS ON THE CENTRALITY 
OF THE CONATUS DOCTRINE 


One may question the truth of the conatus principle and the sound- 
ness of the argumentation that Spinoza offers in its favor. There can 
be no question, though, about the centrality of this doctrine for the 
Ethics. The concept of conatus smoothes the transition from the early 
discussion of the inertial force of simple bodies (in the basic physical 
principles) to the full-blown affective and motivational psychology of 
the later parts of the work. Spinoza’s elaborate theory of the emotions 
begins with three primary affects—desire, joy and sadness. Desire, 
it turns out, is nothing but the individual’s striving to persevere in 
being when directed to objects that promote his preservation (3p9s).”" 
Joy and sadness are defined in terms of the individual’s “passing to a 
greater or lesser perfection” (3p11s), where “perfection” refers to the 
individual’s power (power to act, to be acted upon and to persevere 
in being). These three basic affects are to be understood by reference 
to the conatus, and all other human emotions are ultimately derived 
from these three. 

Not only do our emotional lives have their roots in the conatus, but 
all human agency derives from the fundamental striving to persevere 
in being. Everything that I actively do—breathing, eating, sleeping, 


1 Actually, things are a little more complicated than this since Spinoza distin- 
guishes between the appetite for something and that same appetite with conscious 
awareness thereof. The term “desire” technically refers only to the latter. 
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making music, philosophizing—is a manifestation of the conatus that 
is my essence. 3p12 provides an example of the kind of explanation of 
human action that this doctrine provides. “The Mind, as far as it can, 
strives to imagine those things that increase or aid the Body’s power 
of acting.” The individual, as a natural consequence of his striving to 
persevere, wants his body to interact with those things that enhance 
his body’s power. When the body interacts with something, the mind 
imagines (forms an image of) that thing. So the individual’s striv- 
ing to interact physically with some power-enhancing thing (food, 
for example), and the mind’s striving to imagine that thing are but 
one manifestation of the individual’s basic striving to persevere in 
being—understood through the two different attributes of extension 
and thought. 
In 3p28 we are told that 


We strive to further the occurrence of whatever we imagine will lead 
to Joy and to avert or destroy what we imagine is contrary to it, or will 
lead to Sadness. 


This sort of application of the conatus doctrine permits Spinoza to 
explain and to predict a broad spectrum of human actions by reference 
to the (real or imagined) self-preserving tendencies of those actions. 
Indeed, in spite of the prohibition against trans-attribute causation, 
Spinoza can help himself to the entirety of belief/desire psychology for 
explaining human action—with all desire derived from a striving for 
perseverance in being and with beliefs understood in terms of “ideas” 
as explained in Part 2. This opens up the conceptual space for all man- 
ner of intentional explanations that make reference to human ends 
and purposes—so long as those ends and purposes can plausibly be 
seen as manifestations of the individual’s essential striving to persevere 
in being.” And the fact that there is often a difference between that 
which we imagine to be self-preservative and that which is truly self- 
preservative (the apparent vs. the true good, so to speak) provides an 
important avenue of moral improvement that Spinoza will explore in 
detail in the later parts of the Ethics. 


” There has recently been a flurry of commentary and debate (especially in the 
English-language secondary literature) concerning the status of teleological explana- 
tions in Spinoza’s system. Much depends, of course, on how one defines “teleology”, 
but the discussion has been valuable in reminding us of the importance of the ques- 
tion of the status of “final causes” in Spinoza’s day (and in ours). See Bennett (1983, 
1984 and 1990), Curley (1990), Rice (1985) and Garrett (1999). 


IMITATION OF THE AFFECTS AND INTERHUMAN RELATIONS 


Pierre-Francois Moreau 


1. THE IMITATION OF THE AFFECTS (3P31-32) 


The second half of the third part of the Ethics is entirely dominated by 
the combination of the two ways of producing affects: the direct pro- 
duction of any affect from the three primary affects, and the mechanism 
of imitation along with its consequences. The role of each of these two 
systems needs to be assessed. The third part of the Ethics is explicitly 
dedicated to the nature and the origin of these affects. There are two 
types of affects: actions and passions. We feel passions as impotence 
and disruption, which are probably the most fundamental experiences 
of what Spinoza calls ‘servitude’. So, the search for freedom consists in 
finding remedies for the passions and an access to the power of reason. 
It is well known that Spinoza does not accept the Cartesian dichotomy 
according to which the passions of the body correspond to actions 
of the soul and vice versa. On the contrary, according to a principle 
which is, improperly, called a parallelism by some commentators, but 
which in fact consists in a unity of attributes, hence also to those of 
the soul and the body, any augmentation of the body’s power corre- 
sponds to an augmentation of the soul’s as well: when the soul and the 
body are an adequate cause they act together, and when they are an 
inadequate cause they are passive together. The transition to activity 
therefore implies some knowledge of the life of the affects, and in this 
point Spinoza enters into the general discussion of the passions which 
was so widespread in the 17th century. This does not, however, mean 
that he takes up this general discussion in the form in which it is led 
by the rest of the world. 

The Ethics’ author not only describes the passions, but, above all, 
he reconstructs their genesis. This implies not only that he outlines 
them according to a rational order, but also that this order is also 
that of their production. So, before he says anything about this or that 
affect, he must reveal the mechanisms of their production. First, it 
must be shown which are the primary passions, and then it must be 
indicated through which phenomena they are diversified, associated 
and transformed. 
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The three primary passions, the first forms taken by the effort to 
persist in one’s Being, and by the modification of the power to act 
are: desire, joy and sadness. Desire is the tendency to persist in one’s 
Being, joy is the augmentation of our power to act, sadness its diminu- 
tion. The transformations that these primary passions undergo can be 
placed into two main categories. One might say that human life finally 
organizes itself around two types of passions: those based on the con- 
nection between objects and those based on similarity, which facili- 
tates the imitation of affects. A first series of propositions explains the 
genesis of the mechanism of objectification (3p12&13, 3p13s): from 
joy and sadness, love and hate can be deduced, the fundamental pas- 
sions being attached to objects. Subsequently the mechanisms of asso- 
ciation (3p14-17) and of temporalisation (3p18 on hope and fear, and, 
complementing it, 3p50 on the presages). Finally, the mechanisms of 
identification are explained (3p19-24: we love those who love what we 
love, and we hate those who hate it; and from 3p22 on the argumenta- 
tion focuses on an otherwise undetermined third perspective). 

But then, from 3p27 to 3p31 an entirely different universe of pas- 
sions appears, and as classically as Spinoza proceeded in his treatment 
of the relations between objects (aside from his attempt to explain the 
entire spectrum of human behaviour using a small number of tenden- 
cies from which he unified and recomposed them, and setting aside 
the fact that he reversed or re-explained certain traditional relations), 
his procedure is just as revolutionary from this point on. The central 
issue is now the reconstruction of an entire region of behaviour on the 
basis of a single, fundamental process which has nothing to do with 
the object: it is an imitation of the affects. He now describes passions 
that appear in us not because of some external object, but because of 
the behaviour of something, or rather someone, with regard to this 
object. The genesis of such passions has its root in the fact that this 
person or this thing resembles us. There is thus a second series of pas- 
sions which constitute a ‘sphere of similarity’. Proposition 27 intro- 
duces the expression “a thing like us (res nobis similis)”, which will 
henceforth be of fundamental significance; and, suddenly, we notice 
that in all the past propositions there has been no explicit reference 
to man. The objects of our passions, e.g. our rivals or our allies, are 
referred to in a general way as “things” (res), and without any men- 
tion of their human quality. They could have been inanimate objects, 
beasts, power or glory. The intervening things might have been groups 
or animals. Any of these could naturally have been humans as well, but 
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this quality was never a relevant factor. Here, though, it is the central 
issue. And Spinoza, who never provides a definition of man, assumes 
that we shall spontaneously recognize what this “thing like us” is. 
3p27 says: “If we imagine a thing like us, toward which we have 
had no affect, to be affected with some affect, we are thereby affected 
with a like affect.” The important issue is evidently that here noth- 
ing predetermines the affects. A series of propositions on the logical 
consequences of this efficacy of similarity follows. Proposition 31, in 
particular, addresses the effect of the reinforcing or weakening of sen- 
timents: if we imagine that someone loves what we ourselves love, or 
hates what we ourselves hate, then by this fact alone our love or our 
hate is strengthened. Once again there is neither a rational calculation 
(thought, including affective thought, is more vast than conscious- 
ness) nor any associations, such as those treated in Propositions 14ff. 
The simple fact that a thing that is similar to us and has a feeling (or 
rather, that we believe it has a feeling) suffices to engender this feel- 
ing in ourselves, or in case it should already have existed, to augment 
its force, because the power of feeling yielded by similarity adjoins 
itself to that which was originally present. Vice versa, if we imagine 
that someone has an aversion to that which we love, a conflict arises 
between the original feeling and that which issues from the similarity: 
ceteris paribus neither of the two affects suffices to suppress the other; 
we therefore find ourselves in a phase of fluctuatio animi. 3p31c and 
3p31s indicate how we consequently strive to preserve the constancy 
of our sentiments: if we are able, then, to be influenced by the feelings 
of others, or by the opinions which we have of them, the best situa- 
tion would be one in which the others had the same feelings as we had 
from the very beginning, and if this is not the case, we shall do our best 
to arrange for such a case. The human tendency to demand that others 
should live according to one’s own mind, and which is so decisive for 
Spinozist morality and politics (especially regarding religion), has its 
root in this ‘property of human nature’, the imitatio affectuum. 3p32 is 
a consequence of 3p27, which shows the unfortunate effects to which 
the psychology of similarity can lead. If we imagine that someone 
(similar to ourselves) enjoys a thing, we shall at once love this thing 
through the imitation of his affect, even if we did not love it before. 
However, if this thing is something that only one can possess, then 
this same imitation will cause us to oppose his possession of it, despite 
the fact that it is only, by following his example, that we desire it. 
Hence Spinoza’s comment that one and the same property of human 
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nature effects that we pity the unfortunate (because we spontaneously 
share in their sadness) and envy the fortunate (because, as we have just 
seen, we cannot completely share in their joy, as long as they possess 
their object exclusively). 

So the principle of similarity conceived as a universal functional rule 
of human nature proves to be a powerful factor in the explanation of 
interhuman relations. We pass out of a world in which our passions 
simply give themselves their objects, and into a world in which they 
have to do with our relations to others of our kind. Spinoza’s psychol- 
ogy is thereby characterized by a twofold genetic regularity: the inter- 
play of primary passions and the imitation of affects. While the former 
dimension is reminiscent of Descartes and Hobbes (even if the list of 
the affects is different and the content of the primary passions has been 
modified), the second dimension is sufficient to separate Spinoza from 
the other philosophers of his epoch. His originality can be seen in three 
traits: the explanation of causes, in which he considers the object of the 
affect to be secondary to its force (one could almost say: its energy); 
the imitation of the affects based on similarity; and, finally, the par- 
ticular tenacity with which he asserts that the mechanism of the affects 
remains opaque to us, even if we believe ourselves the masters of our 
actions. Through these three traits, Spinoza’s psychology approaches 
what is later to become Freud’s method. Most of all, a certain num- 
ber of Freud’s motifs are reminiscent of the great themes of the Ethics, 
without always necessarily repeating them: the idea that the psychic 
cannot be reduced to the conscious, the idea that events which take 
place in the psychic region manifest themselves in the body. It would 
be unjust, though, to identify these two projects with each other: the 
Freudian concept of the unconscious in the strict sense is absent from 
the perspective of the Ethics. Nevertheless, both thinkers provide the 
means to understand rationally what appears to escape reason most. 


2. THE DESIRE FOR RECIPROCITY 


Prima facie one could think that the concepts in 3p33 follow on from 
those in the preceding proposition. This proposition seems to describe 
the efforts we employ to react to a particular situation in our human 
life, or at least to a situation which we imagine ourselves encountering. 
In reality, however, this proposition introduces an entirely new theme 
which is essential to an understanding of the world of religion and pol- 
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itics. 3p32 treated an effect all too well known in the moral tradition: 
if we imagine that someone enjoys a thing that only one can possess 
alone, then we will seek to deprive him of that possession—one there- 
fore strives only to affect him externally. 3p33 describes something 
entirely different: the effort to alter others’ imagination and passions. 
When we love a thing that is like ourselves then we seek, as much as we 
can, to effect that it loves us in return. Things in general do not yield 
this reaction: we are normally satisfied if we can enjoy a thing without 
expecting anything in return. If, for instance, we love a food, our own 
personal power or even a landscape, we do not need, or expect, it to 
love us in return. In the case of a thing, however, that we imagine as 
being like us, the principle of similarity comes into play and compli- 
cates the affect. (Spinoza refers here to Proposition 29, which in turn 
refers back to 27.) As soon as we love a thing, we attempt to imagine 
it. But, if this thing is similar to us, then we are driven to imitate its 
affects in imagining it. In order to increase our joy, we attempt to 
imagine it as being itself affected by joy. Joy, though, connected with 
the idea of our subject is love for us. Consequently, our love for a thing 
like us can only then be really complete if it is requited, and if we do 
everything in order to accomplish this. 

This thesis calls for three comments. First, it may seem banal and 
self-evident that a lover wishes to be loved as well. From Spinoza’s 
point of view, though, this is not the case, in light of his special way of 
constructing the affects. He demands a causal explanation for this fact. 
Furthermore, one could think—when one reads the libertine novels of 
the 18th century, for example—that the attempt to make oneself loved 
by the other is above all a condition for enjoying the other, inasmuch 
as this joy implies the other’s consent, which is not the case for food or 
for a landscape, but this is not Spinoza’s reasoning. For him the desire 
for reciprocity is above all an internal effect and not an exterior condi- 
tion. Finally, it must be asked who this ‘other’ is whom we imagine as 
like ourselves. It is not necessarily a human person. The affection that 
humans feel for pets, insofar as they stand nearer to these, for example, 
than to the animals they eat, also implies something like the expect- 
ation of reciprocity. And of a God whom I imagine as like myself. 
I also expect that he reciprocate the love I give him with a similar 
love—regardless even of the re-compensation which I hope to obtain 
through cult practices in his honour. (Here we have a third source of 
superstition, aside from those mentioned in the appendix to the Ethics 
and in the preface to the Tractatus Theologico-politicus.) 
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What is mentioned here is, beyond the question of love. Firstly the 
demand that others should so behave as I myself do, or as I expect, so 
that my imagination should rub off on theirs in a sense, and secondly 
the frustration which results when I fail to effect this. Here, we have as 
a direct consequence of the imitation of affects, a motive for the rela- 
tions between individuals, a motive which regulates a large proportion 
of our religious and political behaviour. 

The counterpart of this desire for reciprocity is the desire for exclu- 
sivity mentioned in 3p35: “If someone imagines that a thing he loves 
is united with another by as close, or by a closer, bond of Friendship 
than that with which he himself, alone, possessed the thing, he will be 
affected with Hate toward the thing he loves, and will envy the other.” 
The imitation of affects, then, does not lead to universal sharing. On the 
contrary, it is the foundation for jealousy and, even more important, 
it is one of the anthropological bases for religious fanaticism. For, if 
I imagine God as similar to a man, I attribute this passion to Him as 
well, and, consequently, He must hate the men He has chosen when 
they turn away from Him to favour an idol, or hate that man even if He 
must simply share the man’s loyalty with an idol. Far from being able to 
found a spontaneous sociability and harmonious concord among men, 
the feeling of similarity and the imitatio affectuum is rather a source 
of jealousy, rivalry, intolerance and fanaticism. It is a long and diffi- 
cult route from these affective motives to that sociality which Spinoza 
describes in terms of a pact in the Tractatus Theologico-politicus, and as 
a balance of interests and passions in the Tractatus Politicus. 


3. THE ACTIVE AFFECTS 


If our human life-world consisted only of passions, we would never 
arrive at reason: an impossible leap would be necessary in order to 
shift from one register to another. Here an analogous question is 
posed to that which appears at the transition from the first category 
to the second: how do we come into the domain of rational knowledge 
after having been immersed in imagination? In fact these two ques- 
tions receive exactly parallel answers. Our body’s encounters keep us 
in the knowledge of the former category, yet through this very proce- 
dure we also come to have knowledge of the second category; for the 
body also encounters the properties which are common to it and also 
to the outer bodies, and which always have adequate ideas as corre- 
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lates. These are the common notions, from which the necessary chain 
of rational knowledge proceeds. Similarly, the same mechanism which 
yields passive joy can also yield active joy. The last two propositions 
of the third part of the Ethics are dedicated to explaining this process. 
If the soul conceives its own power to act, it feels joy. It comprehends 
this every time it yields an adequate idea—and we know from 2p40 
and 2p40s, which address the different categories of knowledge, that 
it does in fact yield such ideas. It is characteristic that 3p58, which 
introduces the notion of the active affect, refers to this very proposi- 
tion from the second part, in which rational knowledge is introduced. 
There is, then, in fact a logical link between the access of knowledge 
and the affects’ becoming active. 

The question of what this access actually consists of is treated in 
an elliptical manner (only two propositions of more than 60 in all!). 
This relation, however, corresponds to reality, so to speak. Statistically 
most people are more passionate than rational, and the few who are 
rational were not so from the very beginning, but have invested a lot of 
time and effort in order to become so...above all, these active affects 
only become truly comprehensible in the following parts of the Ethics: 
in the fourth part, where one can follow how gradually, either indi- 
vidually or collectively, a rational behaviour begins to establish itself 
(through the indication of some of the principles developed in the 
treatises), and, then, in the fifth, where the extent to which such behav- 
iour can be realized is shown. For the time being, Spinoza settles (in 
3p59s) for a division of the actions which follow from affects pertain- 
ing to the soul into two groups: those which concern the individual 
himself (e.g. temperance, sobriety, or presence of mind in danger), and 
those which pertain to his relations with other men (e.g. clemency, 
modesty, or generosity). Here we can be find an ubiquitous theme 
of Spinoza’s philosophy from his very first writings onward: he is on 
the horizon of every behavioural analysis and every prescription for 
an individual’s behaviour stance toward interhuman relations. (The 
one is impossible without the other, for in a system in which “reason 
demands nothing against nature”, the prescription must not contra- 
dict the analysis.) This explanation of the affects prepares the way for 
happiness: one cannot save oneself alone, and the philosopher himself, 
then, also employs this consequence of the principle of the imitation 
of the affects: by teaching philosophy he attempts to motivate others 
to behave as he does, and also to share in his reason, just as the pas- 
sionate man attempts to share his passion with others. 
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4. THE FINAL DEFINITIONS OF THE AFFECTS 


At the end of the third part of the Ethics Spinoza briefly abandons 
his geometrical portrayal in favour of an explicative discourse entitled 
“Definitions of the Affects” which contains forty-eight definitions; 
for the most part, the definitions from the previous explanations are 
repeated here, however in some places they are modified or accompa- 
nied by explanations. This collection ends with a “General Definition 
of the Affects”. One might ask what the status of this final text is? 
Aside from being the appendix to the first part of the Ethics, it does 
not serve to refute prejudices which might hinder an understanding of 
the preceding proofs. Nor does it prescribe any maxims for behaviour 
(as does the appendix to the fourth part of the Ethics). The language 
in which it is formulated is not always homogenous with that of the 
rest of the Ethics, which might give rise to the supposition that it could 
possibly be based on a chronologically earlier text. In a sense, this is 
unimportant: if Spinoza decided to insert it at this particular place 
in the Ethics, then he attributed to it an integral role in the work as 
a whole. It fits here better for its containing certain explications of 
the preceding propositions and their proofs. In this explicative dis- 
course, three main points can be emphasized: the clarification of love, 
the clarification of remorse and humility; and the general definition of 
these and their explication. 

One of the most decisive explications is that concerning love (Defi- 
nition 6). Effectively, Spinoza takes pains to refute another, more com- 
mon definition, according to which love is the will of the lover to join 
the beloved thing: for, according to Spinoza, this is a property and not 
a definition—and, even if one accepts this qualification, the thesis is 
only valid under the condition that ‘will’ is not understood in terms of 
free choice. The importance of this thesis is connected above all to the 
fact that the majority of authors of classicism consider love a funda- 
mental (if not the central) passion. One might even assert that this dis- 
tinguishes the classical from the antique theory of the passions, which 
appraised wrath as the paradigm of the affects. Spinoza refuses to give 
love this place (which it still occupies in the Korte Verhandeling), and 
the definition that he gives of it demonstrates this sufficiently, for it 
includes joy in the definition of love, thereby showing its derivative 
character. 

The Explanations of Definitions 27 and 29 take stock of Spinoza’s 
ethical attitude toward the sad passions. The definition (of remorse) 
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states that the acts which one usually calls ‘bad’ are generally accom- 
panied by sadness, and those which one calls ‘right’ are accompanied 
by joy; a traditional moralist would see this as proof that there is a 
good in itself and a bad in itself, and that something in us (an inner 
moral sense) recognizes it; against such a teleology, Spinoza sketches 
a quite modern explication of these sentiments as they relate to educa- 
tion: “Parents—by blaming” so-called bad acts and “and often scolding 
their children on account of them,...—have brought in about that 
emotions of Sadness were joined to the one kind of act, ...”—and sym- 
metrically for the others (Definition 27exp); in other words, where we 
believe to have found the hand of nature, it is necessary to discover 
the traces of habit; and, as the parents themselves approve and disap- 
prove, according to the values of the society in which they live, one 
must therefore conclude that the individual’s history has retained in 
his soul, through the processes which pertain to what now would be 
called psychology and sociology, the traits of that society’s choices; 
interhuman relations are, therefore, present at the very heart of the 
supposedly most spontaneous affects. The Explanation of Definition 
29 treats humility and poor self-esteem, not as virtues, but as forms of 
sadness. Spinoza emphasises their rarity. Those who believe to be filled 
by them in fact usually tend toward envy and ambition. So, in other 
words, these affects even deceive those who are affected by them. They 
confuse the different forms of sadness and so prefer those affects which 
usually lead to condemnation in preference to those usually which are 
usually praised. The principle Spinoza names in the foreword to the 
Tractatus theologico-politicus therefore receives an additional con- 
firmation: no one actually knows himself. The Spinozist doctrine of 
affects appears, then, above all as a theory of opacity. Whereas the 
Baroque teachings relating to human passions often dealt with faking 
emotions and revealing these fake emotions as such, Spinoza’s work is 
mainly interested in the opacity of these things. 

The “General Definition of the Affects”, which, along with its expla- 
nation, closes the third part is formulated: 


An Affect that is called a Passion of the mind is a confused idea, by 
which the Mind affirms of its Body, or of some part of it, a greater or 
lesser force of existing than before, which, when it is given, determines 
the Mind to think of this rather than that. 


It is illuminating to compare this statement with 3d3 at the beginning 
of the third part, which is also a general definition of the affects. A first 
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difference between them is that the first definition is more general, as 
it considers both the affects of the passions and those of the actions, 
whereas the definition at the end points out explicitly that it only con- 
cerns the passions. In the former definition and, the subsequent brief 
commentary, the opposition between the expansion and diminution of 
the active ability is complemented by another (adequate or inadequate 
cause), which does not coincide with the former, but which does explain 
the double opposition between joy and sadness on the one hand, and 
that between active and passive joy (and, in addition, that between 
active and passive desire) on the other. Logically, the active affects are 
not addressed again, as these were analysed in the series of definitions 
which closes the third part of the Ethics (3p58 and 3p59). Following 
on from this, the affect is called a confused idea here. The second dif- 
ference between the two definitions of the affects, which—insofar as it 
reflects the path taken—is that the second is now more significant than 
the first, as it concerns the point of view from which the definition is 
formulated. While the initial definition in 3d3 starts from the body, 
and goes on to subsequently expand the principle of variation which 
claims to include the soul (“By affect I understand affections of the 
Body...and at the same time, the ideas of these affections”), the final 
definition directly concerns the soul, and takes into consideration the 
affect as an idea, specifically as an idea of the body, but such that the 
body is less reflected upon as the object of the idea than the issue of a 
power of assertion which makes up a part of the internal mechanism 
of the soul. Nota bene: being the idea of a certain object and affirming 
something about this object amounts to the same in the problematic 
context of Spinoza’s philosophy. Still, it is not entirely inconsequential 
whether the one or the other of these two expressions is used, for they 
refer to two different procedures of analysis. The passage from the ini- 
tial definition, according to which something happens to the soul only 
at the same time as that which occurs in the body, to the final defini- 
tion, in which the mechanism of the soul’s procedures is the main 
focus, is characteristic of the way the entire third part of the Ethics 
has come. What the reader knew from the knowledge of the second 
kind (the passions as corporeal manifestations) and indubitably also 
from the Cartesian tradition (the passions of the soul have a relation 
to the body) was presumed, leaving aside whether this relation is one 
of causality, as it is according to Descartes, or of co-development, as 
is Spinoza’s thesis. After the concrete analysis of the double proce- 
dure of the generation of the affects, the reader has now been led not 
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only to reject Descartes’ interpretation of the body-soul relation as an 
interaction, but in particular to read the causal effects by which the 
passions are generated in the soul. In a sense, one brings the object, 
the passion of the soul, along the path leading from the second kind 
of knowledge along to the third, in which it is the object that is the 
passion of the soul. So one can accept the validity of the well known 
truth that the passions manifest themselves in the body, but here the 
concern is with a property that follows from the definition of a higher 
level, in which definition the passions are thought of in terms of the 
soul’s power of affirmation (and this, indubitably, explains Spinoza’s 
lesser interest for the passions’ significance, while it was quite impor- 
tant for Descartes to know what laughing, weeping, growing pale, or 
blushing meant). 

The explanation of the general definition refers to three aspects of 
the same thing, although the second is treated in most detail. The pas- 
sion is a confused idea: indeed, it is established in the third proposi- 
tion of the third part that the soul is only passive insofar as it has 
inadequate or confused ideas. In other words: the passions express 
the fact that we are not the total cause of our actions and that other 
causes, exterior to ourselves, determine them. The soul affirms a power 
of existence of its body: so even the confused ideas have a certain posi- 
tivity. They express a certain power of existence which is proper to the 
body, and which shows more the current situation than the nature of 
the exterior body. On the contrary, the adequate idea, once it has, in 
a certain sense, ‘neutralised’ the body’s contribution to the idea, does 
indeed reflect the nature of the outer body through recourse to the 
common concepts. The fear that one who has been burned feels when 
confronted by a flame tells us nothing about the chemical constitution 
of the fire. It corresponds to the alteration that the body suffered at 
the moment of the burn. The adequate idea, on the other hand, which 
the science of chemistry yields, allows us to truly know the essence 
of the phenomenon. This perception of the bodily state indicates that 
the power of existence is greater or less than before: Spinoza empha- 
sises that this is not necessarily a conscious and reflected comparison 
which the soul carries out, but the part of the soul that is the idea of 
the change of the body implies more or less reality than it did before. 
Once again, and in other words, the field of thought is broader and 
more than the field of basic (inferential) consciousness. Finally, these 
modifications in the personal affirmation of the body influence the 
soul, as the soul is the idea of the actually existing body, for it, the fact 


178 PIERRE-FRANGOIS MOREAU 


of affirming of the body a greater or lesser power of existence is the 
same thing as a greater or lesser perfection. 

It is notable that in this explanation Spinoza refers to Propositions 
11 and 13 of the second part, which take the place of a definition of 
the (human or non-human) soul. He reformulates them though, and 
in exactly in the sense which we have just demonstrated. 2p11 reads: 
“The first thing that constitutes the actual being of a human Mind is 
nothing but the idea of a singular thing which actually exists” and 
in 2p13: “The object of the idea constituting the human Mind is the 
Body, or a certain mode of Extension which actually exists, and noth- 
ing else.” In the appendix to the third part these two propositions are 
summarized: “the essence of the soul consists in that it affirms the 
actual existence of its body.” So the transition has been made from a 
static, ‘object-related’ formulation to a formulation in which the power 
of the soul is the main issue. Thus this final definition does not appear 
a simple repetition of what has been said in the course of the third 
part. By emphasising the power of the human soul, it rather consti- 
tutes a new level on the way to beatitude. 


WHAT FREEDOM MEANS 


Jens Kulenkampff 


Spinoza’s answer to the question whether human beings are free or 
not seems to be a very short one. Proposition 2 of Part 4 of the Eth- 
ics reads: “We are acted on, insofar as we are a part of Nature, which 
cannot be conceived through itself, without the others.” Proposition 4 
of Part 4 reads: 


It is impossible that a man should not be a part of Nature, and that he 
should be able to undergo no changes except those which can be understood 
through his own nature alone, and of which he is the adequate cause. 


On the other hand, at the very beginning of the Ethics (1d7) we are 
told: 


That thing is called free which exists from the necessity of its nature 
alone, and is determined to act by itself alone. But a thing is called neces- 
sary, or rather compelled, which is determined by another to exist and 
to produce an effect in a certain and determinate manner. 


In this sense of freedom, we humans are definitely not free since it is 
not the case that we exist only from the necessity of our nature alone, 
and are determined to act by ourselves alone. It is not only a matter 
of fact that we are not independent of our surroundings that influence 
us, but it is impossible for us to exist and act independent of anything 
else, the finite beings that we are. So, we are not free. And those who 
think differently in these matters and hold themselves to possess free 
will and to be able to act from their own free decision “dream with 
open eyes” (3p2s). For there is no such thing as what is called the will, 
and even in God there are no acts of the will or volitions; so, a fortiori, 
there is no free will." What we call our will is nothing but a mode of 
thinking which in turn is determined—in just the same way as every 
thing, in Spinoza’s conception of the world, is determined. 


1 Cf. 2p48: “In the Mind there is no absolute, or free, will...” 2p49: “In the Mind 
there is no volition...” Compare further 1p17s where it is shown that it would lead to 
nothing but absurdities were we to think of the will of God in terms of free will as we 
humans, falsely, believe to possess this faculty. 
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Yet, this could hardly be the last word on the short story of human 
freedom, since after dwelling on “Human Bondage” (Part 4), the Eth- 
ics culminates in Part 5 which carries the promising title “On Human 
Freedom”. The question then arises in which sense Spinoza speaks of 
human freedom when it is definitely clear that by human freedom 
he does not mean free will, nor that kind of metaphysical freedom 
which can be attributed to such things that exist only from the neces- 
sity of their own nature. In a way, the answer is simple. The complete 
title of Part 4 reads: “ON HUMAN BONDAGE, OR THE POWERS OF THE 
AFFECTS”, and the complete title of Part 5 reads: “ON THE POWER OF 
THE INTELLECT, OR ON HUMAN FREEDOM”. The idea, then, seems to 
be this: On the one hand, there are the affectus: the emotions and the 
passions, that enslave us, and on the other hand, there is the power 
of the intellect that counteracts the affectus and thereby frees us from 
the paws of the passions. But how is it that the affectus, the passions, 
enslave us, and in what does the power of the intellect consist? At the 
very beginning of Part 4 we read: 


Man’s lack of power to moderate and restrain the affects I call Bondage. 
For the man who is subject to affects is under the control, not of himself 
(sui juris non est), but of fortune, in whose power he so greatly is that 
often, though he sees the better for himself, he is still forced to follow 
the worse. (4praef) 


It is obvious from this passage that not to be subject to the emotions 
means to be free, and that to be free means to be under the control 
of oneself or to be master of oneself (sui juris esse). So the question 
of human freedom comes to this: What does it mean to be under the 
control of oneself? I shall try to answer this question. 


What Spinoza seems to have in mind when he speaks of a man lacking 
the power to moderate or restrain the affects is the akratic character 
who, driven by the passions, often does the worse while clearly seeing 
the better. Turning this round, the power of the intellect should consist 
not only in letting us see the better or the good, but also letting us do 
the better instead of the worse. Therefore the intellect should be able 
to bridle, if not to subdue the passions. In order to understand human 
freedom we are to understand what is human intellect, and how the 
intellect should be able to counteract the emotions and the passions. 
Yet, we should hesitate to follow this lead. For the picture of the 
human soul which these quotations evoke is seriously misleading. The 
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picture is this: On the one hand there are the unbridled and short- 
sighted passions, and on the other hand there is the intellect, which 
has in view what is really good, though lying further ahead and behind 
the seeming good nearby which is a bad thing, in fact. According to 
this picture, the human soul consists of different parts of which some 
must be governed by others when a man shall be free and not enslaved 
by his own passions. But the idea that we humans are governors of 
ourselves when something within us, namely something prudent and 
thoughtful, governs some other thing, namely an unthoughtful and 
blind wanton, is simply false. The relation we keep to ourselves, in 
doing or in suffering something, is not a relation of power, or lack of 
power, over ourselves. Doing something, acting in a certain way, a for- 
tiori being free is not to be understood in such a platonist manner. Of 
course, sometimes humans act thoughtfully and prudently, sometimes 
in silly and short-sighted ways, and sometimes they do something silly 
although they know that it is a silly thing and that they could do the 
better thing. Yet, what we philosophers must keep in mind and what 
challenges any theory of human agency, is that the agent is always only 
one individual person who acts in this way or the other. In order to 
understand the ways in which we humans act, any diversification of the 
self not only leads to nothing, but also fatally obscures the matter. 


Yet, pace the wording of the above quoted passage, we need not attri- 
bute a platonist parts-of-the-soul-doctrine to Spinoza. On the other 
hand, we have to stick to Spinoza’s words. And when we keep in 
mind what he says about human bondage and about the nature of the 
passions, we are facing other difficulties which seem to minimize the 
power of the intellect, and to take away any hope for being, or becom- 
ing, masters of ourselves. 4p7 reads: 


An affect cannot be restrained or taken away except by an affect opposite 
to, and stronger than, the affect to be restrained. 


This proposition confronts us with two difficulties. When we conceive 
of the passions and of the intellect as powers according to the model 
of physical forces, then the human soul becomes a kind of mecha- 
nism whose working is the mechanical result of its construction and 
the input of energy. Then, what a man does cannot be anything else 
but the necessary outcome of the interaction of the involved forces. It 
may be that the forces of the passions and that of the intellect inter- 
act in such a way that the passions become moderate or change their 
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direction. But it would make no sense to speak of freedom or to call 
such a man master of himself. We should even hesitate to call such a 
behaviour an action. Spinoza, then, seems to lack the concept of action 
altogether, and simply for this reason he also seems to lack the concept 
of freedom. 

The other difficulty is this: If affectus (emotions and passions) can- 
not be restrained or taken away except by another affectus, then the 
intellect needs to be an affectus too when it should have power over 
the passions. Yet, this is not very plausible, since in that case the intel- 
lect is not needed at all. All that matters would be emotions and pas- 
sions of the one or other kind, and the only task would be to become 
governed by right and good passions instead of wrong and bad ones. 
But, following this course of thinking, what would follow from this 
with respect to human freedom and with respect to the concept of 
being master of oneself? 

Let’s have a look here at Hume who was well acquainted with Spi- 
noza’s thinking, and who tried to ‘solve’ our problem simply by strictly 
following Spinoza’s lead. The passions, says Hume, are one thing, and 
the intellect (or reason, for that matter) is quite another thing. And 
therefore there is no such thing as a contrariety or counteraction 
between reason and passion. The passions are nothing but irritations 
and reactive forces that push or pull in one or other direction. Such 
affective reactions are linked to reason and intellect only in so far as 
the conception of the situation we find our self in may be right or 
wrong, so that our affective reaction may be with or without reason, or 
in so far as we may take the right or wrong measure in order to reach 
the goal to which the passions push or pull. If we don’t misconceive 
the circumstances and if we chose the right measures in order (say) to 
reach a nearby, but very little good, then—even if we know that this 
very little good will prove to be a bad thing in the further course of 
life—it makes no sense, says Hume, to speak of an opposition or com- 
bat between passion and reason. From this originates the well known 
slogan: “Reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the passions, and 
can never pretend to any other office than to serve and obey them.” 
This is so because one passion can only be opposed by another pas- 
sion, exactly as Spinoza contends. Benevolence, for instance, opposes 
revengeful emotions; the longing for some nearby, but only very short- 


2 Hume (2000: 266). 
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termed pleasure is opposed by a longing for some lasting, yet more 
distant good. In order, now, to control the one passion and to further 
the others, intellect and reason are of no use at all; the only way is by 
changing our habits of affective reactions (by education or by some 
other measure that may restructure our personal fabric). 

Obviously, Hume is strictly following here Spinoza’s proposition: 
“An affect cannot be restrained or taken away except by an affect oppo- 
site to, and stronger than, the affect to be restrained.” But his results 
are not very convincing. For it remains in the dark how we are to 
understand that reason can be the slave of the passions. Hume’s deci- 
sive assertion reads: 


A passion is an original existence...and contains not any representative 
quality, which renders it a copy of any other existence... When I am 
angry, I am actually possest with the passion, and in that emotion have 
no more a reference to any other object, than when I am thirsty, or sick, 
or more than five feet high. “Tis impossible therefore, that this passion 
can be oppos’d by, or be contradictory to truth and reason; since this 
contradiction consists in the disagreement of ideas...’ 


With respect to most of our emotions and passions this is clearly false, 
since it is impossible, taking Hume’s instance, to be angry, full stop, 
without further specifications as to: at whom, for what reason, and 
on what occasion. Emotions and passions are not to be understood 
according to the model of such properties as length or weight. Emo- 
tions and passions (even the proverbially blind rage) are intentional, 
i.e. they refer to someone or to something, and they involve under- 
standing. And it is this involvement of understanding that makes them 
sensitive to reasoning (even if only within certain limits). 


Returning from Hume to Spinoza, we can find in Spinoza an equally 
rigid, yet opposite theory. In the end, Spinoza’s position will prove 
to be untenable too, because it rests on, to say the least, a very dubi- 
ous metaphysical premise. What is, according to Spinoza, affectus? 
3d3 reads: 


By affect I understand affections of the Body by which the Body’s power 


of acting is increased or diminished, aided or restrained, and at the same 
time, the ideas of these affections. 


> Hume (2000: 266f.). 
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Two points should be stressed here: 1) Affects not only rest upon, 
but simply are bodily processes, namely processes which augment or 
diminish the body’s force of existence or power of acting. 2) Affects 
are, by the same token, the ideas of these bodily processes. This latter 
point is confirmed by the General Definition of Emotions by which 
Spinoza sums up his investigation into the origin and nature of the 
emotions and passions, and which establishes the starting point for 
his discussion of Human Bondage und of Human Freedom. Spinoza 
writes: 


An Affect that is called a Passion of the mind is a confused idea, by 
which the Mind affirms of its Body, or of some part of it, a greater or 
lesser force of existing than before, which, when it is given, determines 
the Mind to think of this rather than that. (General Definition of the 
Affects) 


Both definitions taken together, it becomes obvious that (according to 
Spinoza) not every affect is a passion while it is only the passions which 
are a bondage for him who is subjected to them. There is the following 
difference here: since in the mind of man there is of necessity an idea 
of the human body and since the body is affected in many different 
ways, it is necessarily the case that we humans are always subject to 
some affects, but not necessarily subject to passions. It is the body 
which connects us with the surrounding world, whether the world is 
influencing us or whether we are influencing our surrounding. With- 
out this connection we wouldn’t have any ideas of the surrounding 
world, and without this connection there wouldn’t be any affects. The 
difference between affects in general and passions in particular is this: 
not any affect, but all passions are confused ideas of bodily processes; 
and it is only such confused ideas that determine the mind to think of 
one thing rather than another. 

If one were to compare Spinoza’s concept of emotion or passion 
with Hume’s, it is obvious in which way Spinoza’s concept is the supe- 
rior one: Since emotions or passions (according to Spinoza) are ideas, 
they incorporate by definition that intellectual component by which 
they become intentional: 


There are no modes of thinking, such as love, desire, or whatever is des- 
ignated by the word affects of the mind (affectus animi), unless there is 
in the same Individual the idea of the thing loved, desired, etc.. (2a3) 


And it is easily understood in which way emotions or passions may 
be noxious: They are confused ideas, and in a state of confusion, one is 
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very likely to act unthoughtfully or to do something which afterwards 
proves false or bad. It is equally easy to understand how it is (accord- 
ing to Spinoza) that the passions push or pull in a certain direction, 
namely because the confused idea determines the mind to think of one 
thing rather than another. So there is a certain tendency of thinking 
and—due to the confusedness of the idea—a kind of blindness. 
Nevertheless there are some dubious points in Spinoza’s concept 
of emotion or passion. 1) It is not clear by now how to understand 
the moving force of emotions or passions. In fact, this is a general and 
fundamental problem in Spinoza: How are we to understand at all 
that in virtue of having an idea we are doing something? How are we 
to understand that thinking may move the body to move itself and to 
perform an action according to an idea in the mind? 2) Even if we can 
answer this question, it is unclear how to understand the power of the 
intellect such that it can counteract the emotions and passions. 


Spinoza often says that the mind affirms, sometimes that it negates, 
an idea. This sounds as if there are the mental acts of affirmation and 
negation whose objects are ideas. It suggests conceiving of these men- 
tal acts as judgments, and furthermore supposing that we are free (in 
cases of doubt, for instance) to suspend our judgment. Yet, this is what 
Spinoza definitely does not mean. We are not free to suspend, or not to 
suspend, our judgments because judgments are not mental acts. They 
are no acts at all since the mind is not an agent. This is so because the 
mind itself is nothing but idea (or a sequence of ideas). Furthermore, 
affirmation (or negation) are component parts of the very idea itself. 
More precisely: affirmation belongs to every idea as such, while the 
negation of any idea consists in its destruction through another idea 
which in certain ways opposes or contradicts it, and whose moment of 
affirmation is stronger than that of the first one. For instance, Spinoza 
refers to dreams, saying that he does not believe that 


there is anyone who thinks that while he is dreaming he has a free 
power of suspending judgment concerning the things he dreams, and of 
bringing it about that he does not dream the things he dreams he sees. 
(2p49s) 


* Cf. e.g. 2p13: “The object of the idea constituting the human Mind is the Body...”. 
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Another instance is the idea of a winged horse: 


For what is perceiving a winged horse other than affirming wings of the 
horse? For if the Mind perceived nothing else except the winged horse, 
it would regard it as present to itself, and would not have any cause 
of doubting its existence, or any faculty of dissenting, unless either the 
imagination of the winged horse were joined to an idea which excluded 
the existence of the same horse, or the Mind perceived that its idea of a 
winged horse was inadequate. And then either it will be necessarily deny 
the horse’s existence, or it will necessarily doubt it. (2p49s) 


The concept of mind that is involved in these considerations comes 
to this: the mind is nothing but a sequence of ideas. Ideas follow each 
other, as they in fact do, for this or that reason, yet in any case with 
the same necessity and consequence as everything else in the world. 
Furthermore, there is a certain inertia attributed to the mind—or to 
the ideas, for that matter—which Spinoza understands as striving 
(conatus): 


Both insofar as the Mind has clear and distinct ideas, and insofar as it 
has confused ideas, it strives, for an indefinite duration, to persevere in its 
being and it is conscious of this striving it has. (3p9) 


Strictly speaking, it is not the mind that strives to persist, but it is the 
ideas that strive to persist, and that are affirmed as long as they per- 
sist. That in turn allows us to say that an idea is the more affirmed the 
longer it persists and the more opposing ideas it survives, as it were. 
Affirmation then is nothing but strength or force in relation to other 
given ideas. And belief, ie. the consciousness of this striving, in fact 
is nothing different. 

In order now to explain what the power of the emotions and pas- 
sions consists in, we only need to suppose that there are connections 
between different ideas by which the one introduces the other. It must 
furthermore be recalled that Spinoza contends that “[t]he will and the 
intellect are one and the same.” (2p49c) Or, in other words, that to will 
something is nothing but to affirm, or deny, something true or some- 
thing false (cf. 2p48s). And from this we can grasp how (according 
to Spinoza) a sequence of mere ideas may result in doing something: 
The sequence of ideas is like turning one’s head, and because of this 
one is heading for what one sees while simultaneously forgetting what 
previously was in view. 

Nevertheless there remains a difficulty here which becomes obvi- 
ous in 3p2 that reads: “The Body cannot determine the Mind to think- 
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ing, and the Mind cannot determine the Body to motion, to rest or to 
anything else...”. This gives rise to the question how mind and body 
are so connected with each other that on the side of the body there 
happens what corresponds to the idea in the mind, and vice versa: 
that the sequence of ideas corresponds to what happens on the side of 
the body. The answer would be easy if we could be satisfied by simply 
quoting the appropriate propositions from the Ethics, as for instance 
2p7: “The order and connection of ideas is the same as the order and 
connection of things.” And from 2p7s: 


...that the thinking substance and the extended substance are one and 
the same substance, which is now comprehended under this attribute, 
now under that...[W]hether we conceive nature under the attribute of 
Extension, or under the attribute of Thought, or under any other attri- 
bute, we shall find one and the same order, or one and the same connec- 
tion of causes, i.e., that the same things follow one another. 


But here we touch the deepest mysteries of Spinoza’s metaphysics, and 
I shall not try here to elucidate them, though it is the mystery of this 
parallelism on which the whole power of the intellect depends. 

Yet, for sake of argument let us assume that there is an appropri- 
ate connection between body and mind or between, on the one hand, 
the body and its affections and, on the other hand, the ideas and their 
sequences, such that a man, when he strongly affirms an idea, is really 
moving in the corresponding direction. Then, we are able to spell out 
the power of the emotions and passions: passions are confused ideas 
of bodily affections, and these confused ideas are connected with other 
ideas which the mind necessarily comes to affirm. This in turn means 
that there will be bodily movement or a striving at least, that may 
lead to some state of affairs which might prove to be not healthy for 
that man. 


And the power of the intellect, how is it to be understood? The answer 
is obvious now. Confused ideas are exactly that: states of confusion. 
So, I don’t quite understand what is going on when I am driven by 
confused ideas. And for human beings, i.e. for those whose proper aim 
is understanding, knowledge, or wisdom, this is a kind of suffering. 
Not that I am not driven either when I am led by clear and adequate 
ideas in my course of action! But when I get clear and distinct ideas, 
things are as they should be, and there is no mental suffering from 
something not understood. “An affect which is a passion ceases to be 
a passion as soon as we form a clear and distinct idea of it”, Spinoza 
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writes in 5p3. This then is the power of the intellect of which Spinoza 
tries to show that it counterbalances all the powers of the emotions and 
the passions. Everybody possesses this power of the intellect although 
for most of us it is in fact too hard to exchange all the confused ideas 
for clear and distinct ones and thereby to become a wise man. Yet, he 
who has reached this peak of wisdom will have overcome bondage and 
will have reached freedom. He, on the other hand, who is subjected 
to the passions 


whether he will or no, does those things he is most ignorant of, 
whereas... [he who is led by reason] complies with no one’s wishes but 
his own, and does only those things he knows to be the most impor- 
tant in life... Hence, I call the former a slave, but the latter, a free man. 
(4p66s) 


Freedom then is conceived as freeing oneself from ignorance and 
unclear conceptions. Becoming a free man is conceived as a kind of 
intellectual appropriation of the world, oneself included, such that 
everything that comes to pass, and everything that I shall do, comes 
to pass and is done in perfect accordance with my own mind. This 
then means to be master of oneself or to exist sui juris. 

Strictly speaking, and according to Spinoza’s own terminological 
stipulations, freedom by insight and understanding does not mean 
that passions become actions, that passio turns into actio. Although 
Spinoza contends that freedom by insight and understanding puts an 
end to being enslaved by the passions, he cannot mean that we are not 
subject to affects any longer. This would be impossible for us finite and 
not self-sufficient beings. Freedom by insight and understanding can 
only mean that our emotions and passions lose their grip upon us in so 
far as they cease to be states which we (the subjects of these states) do 
not understand perfectly well, thereby not understanding ourselves for 
that matter. Emotions and passions do not vanish, though it may well 
be that they change their character in the process of freeing oneself 
from ignorance, i.e. to exchange confused ideas for clear and distinct 
ones. Thus it becomes conceivable how hatred may turn into love, or 
revenge into benevolence. And since freedom (as the possession of 
nothing but clear and distinct ideas) means happiness, by pointing 
to the power of the intellect Spinoza shows the way to a life that for 
rational animals is the right and good one. 

Yet, will that life of intellectual happiness also be a free life? Is Spi- 
noza’s freedom by insight and understanding, although an essential 
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ingredient of freedom of course, all and everything which we have 
in mind when longing for being free human beings? Being master of 
oneself, sui juris esse, is a promising formula that comprehends more 
than the intellectual freedom by insight and understanding. Sui juris 
esse clearly means being determined by oneself and not by anyone else. 
And how this determination by oneself is to be understood might be 
spelled out in terms of Spinoza’s political theory, an abstract of which 
is contained in 4p37s2. The starting point of this theory is the follow- 
ing assertion: 


Everyone exists by the highest right of nature, and consequently every- 
one, by the highest right of nature, does those things that follow from 
the necessity of his own nature. So everyone, by the highest right of 
nature, judges what is good and what is evil, considers his own advantage 
according to his own temperament..., avenges himself..., and strives to 
preserve what he loves and destroy what he hates... 


What follows is the usual consideration that a state in which there 
is no other law than the highest right of Nature (summum naturae 
jus) cannot be a state in which man may live peacefully and thriving 
together. Therefore they must give up their natural right and must 
submit to the legal power of government whose decrees replace the 
natural right. This part of Spinoza’s political theory is not of interest 
in our present context. But the summum naturae jus seems to be the 
best candidate to elucidate what could be meant by sui juris esse. So, it 
is worthwhile to have a look at this concept. In the original context of 
Spinoza’s political theory the summum naturae jus means, of course, 
that in the state of nature everyone is allowed to take whatever he likes 
to. Yet, Spinoza extends this natural right by giving it a metaphysi- 
cal foundation, namely by connecting the summum naturae jus with 
existence as such: It is from the sheer being there of some being, from 
its very existence as such, that it follows that in nature nothing can be 
forbidden and everything must be expressively allowed which follows 
from the necessity of the nature of that being. 

Now, it is notoriously difficult, in a nontrivial way, to spell out 
human nature, let alone what follows from the necessity of that nature. 
From human nature as such, I fear, there does follow nothing of much 
interest. On the other hand, from the nature of any individual human 
being there follow a lot of things: whatever someone does follows—if 
Spinoza’s account of summum naturae jus is taken seriously—from 
the nature of the individual, if he only does what accords to his own 
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judgment. The summum naturae jus then does not delineate a realm of 
what is expressively allowed, and consequently the summum naturae 
jus does not tell me in advance who and what I am or could be when 
acting according to my own judgment and in so far being master of 
myself. But nevertheless it gives me the right to act according to my 
own judgment. 

What I can be or what I can become is never clearly delineated and 
not to be circumscribed in advance. This is so because of the obvi- 
ous fact that the agent never clearly and completely comprehends the 
situation in which he is involved as an agent. Every agent has himself 
behind himself, as it were. If this is what fundamentally characterizes 
our situation as agents, then being master of oneself can only mean 
the appropriation, the taking of an occurring opportunity. He then 
is master of himself who makes use of his summum naturae jus in a 
metaphorical sense, namely by taking the opportunity which the world 
here and now offers him, thereby being sui juris. And the summum 
naturae jus legitimizes the sui juris esse. 

This appropriation of the world by taking an opportunity is not of 
course that reflective intellectual appropriation of the world by gaining 
clear and distinct ideas; at the very least it is more than that. It is what 
lies as a further meaning in Spinoza’s concept of affirmation: distinct- 
ness and decision in what we are doing. Now, since we don’t have 
time enough to wait for clear and distinct ideas in every respect of our 
practical lives (even if this were possible at all), it is doubtful whether 
we ever could be really free, in the intellectual sense of freedom. But 
distinctness and decision in action we certainly can show. And that 
would be human freedom; according to the highest right of Nature 
everybody may be sui juris, i.e. master of himself. 


PART IV 


ETHICS: DE SERVITUTE HUMANA 


HUMAN NON-FREEDOM AND DISILLUSIONMENT 
(4PRAEF-4P18) 


Jean-Claude Wolf 


The title of the fourth part is: “On Human Bondage, or the Powers of 
the Affects”. Bondage refers to the relation of man to substance, to his 
own affects, and to other individuals. Thus, what is at issue is a non- 
freedom which is threatening, as opposed to that non-freedom which 
follows out of the denial of the liber arbitrium (1p32). The threatening 
non-freedom follows from the fact that only substance is free (1d7) 
and that man is not a substance. The bondage I refer to in this part 
is a form of alienation inherent in human essence, and in the essence 
of his interaction with the remaining world, a form of alienation from 
his very essence. 

Spinoza translates the jargon of essence into that of power (1p34). 
Man is considered from the perspective of his waxing and waning in 
power. Bondage is impotence understood as an antonymous term to 
strength, fortitude (4praef and 4p17s). Human essence is to be under- 
stood under the aspect of its limitation and fixation on the affects’ 
automatisms as described in the third part. The experience of impo- 
tence is anticipated in Sigmund Freud’s famous thesis that, 


human megalomania is to suffer the third and most severe insult from 
contemporary psychological research, which will demonstrate to the I 
that it is not even lord of its own domain, but remains dependent upon 
sparse messages of that which occurs unconsciously in its psychic life. 


Later, Freud, however, like Spinoza, will also see a possibility for 
moral progress in a better understanding and control of the affects’ 
automatisms.? 

A deeper understanding of bondage is, paradoxically, a precondition 
for the power of reason, i.e. human freedom as announced in the fifth 
part of the Ethics. This paradox can easily be resolved. In the fourth 
part, we become acquainted with a thoroughly persisting gradualism 


1 Freud (1969: 284). 
2 Cf. Malinowski-Charles (2004). 
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both of impotence, and of individuals’ non-freedom. Because humans’ 
impotence and passivity is never absolute, as long as they live, and 
because even in their impotence and passivity the same conatus retains 
its efficacy, room is left for a relative power and a relative freedom. 
This relative power and relative freedom of man, which distinguishes 
him from a being without conatus and without philosophical intellect, 
must be improved. 


1. CAUSES OF BONDAGE 


At least six factors come into consideration as causes of bondage: 

1) Bondage has to do with the ontological status of persons, who 
are not substances, but only modi, and therefore arise partially from 
external causes. There is, then, a radical ontological dependency of 
individuals upon the one substance. The following factors of bondage 
stand in a close connection with this first, ontological factor. 

2) Human bondage is also connected with the propensity to believe 
in the illusion of being the first and independent author of actions 
oneself. This illusion either arises out of a false pride (I consider myself 
a god), or arises from ignorance (I fail to recognize the causes of my 
affects and resolutions). The illusion of an absolute sovereignty of the 
I in its own domain suggests that we were thinking of substances in 
Descartes’ sense, and, as rational agents, could control our affects out 
of pure reason. Opposing this, however, stands the conviction that we 
cannot correct affects out of mere reason. Abstract insight without 
affective embeddedness is not strong enough to guide or neutralize 
affects. An affect can only be inhibited by a stronger opposing affect 
(4p7). Spinoza admittedly speaks of the mind’s power (3p56s and 
3AD38exp). By this, though, he cannot mean the power of a mind 
independent of affects. According to Spinoza’s own theory, the soul 
cannot be a causal power at the level of the affects without itself mobil- 
ising opposing affects (4p49, 4p14). 

3) Bondage also has to do with the fact that the power of individu- 
als’ action varies, and can weaken. This follows from the fact that we 
are not completely self-caused, but partially subject to alien causes. We 
are, so to speak, not always at the peak of our abilities. If the energy 
in the universe remains constant, then individuals’ state of power is in 
constant flux. To put it loosely, humans are subject to mood fluctua- 
tions; their opportunities for controlling affects are thus limited. 
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4) Bondage has to do with the fact that affects involve a balance 
between active and passive. My power to act can weaken when active 
affects are displaced by passive ones (e.g. by illness or age); but my 
affects can also always change from active to passive of illness and age. 
This phenomenon is closely related to the mood fluctuations already 
mentioned. 

5) A further source of human bondage lies in the fact that the 
affects spontaneously follow the imagination rather than a correct idea 
of the world. We are not spared this broad detour through the imagi- 
nation, and it is apparent especially in the temptation of that which we 
imagine as present. The temptation of the present practises a strong 
magic. Human bondage is a divergence from rationality which judges 
contents of ideas even independently of the factor of time. Winning a 
million has, ceteris paribus, the same value, whether it occurred yester- 
day or occurs today or tomorrow. A million may, ceteris paribus, also 
be the result of tenacious saving over the next ten years and this is still 
a million; it is not only half a million just because it is not yet present. 
Common sense, however, devalues the past and the future, and tends 
to exaggerate the value of the current and present. That which in the 
clause ceteris paribus is distinguished from the mere dimension of time 
is mixed with the time factor by common sense. What is meant here is 
the eventuality of changing circumstances—e.g. the possible fact that 
in ten years I may not be alive, or that in ten years extreme inflation 
may come to pass, so that the million may have a much smaller value 
in ten years, or even none at all. The relative freedom of man and the 
relative power of the understanding is also evident in whether and to 
what extent he is capable of correcting the irrational discounting of 
time. The example of the indifference vis-a-vis a million saved in ten 
years is an example for future-discounting. Ingratitude toward a bene- 
factor, whose good deed is long past is an example of irrational past- 
discounting. An interesting borderline case (of rational or irrational 
time-discounting?) would be the statute of limitations which applies 
legally to certain crimes. 

6) The ultimate causes are so predominant over the power of the 
individual that the individual finds his own restriction, and even his 
own downfall in the superior power of alien influences. Spinoza even 
grants this insight into the final factor of human bondage the rank 
of an axiom—the only axiom that is placed before the fourth part, 
and which states that there is no individuum that will not sometime 
encounter a stronger individuum which can destroy it. This is the 
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fate of all particular things, to which, ontologically speaking, even 
the human individual belongs. Non-freedom thus also has a root in 
the conflictual coexistence of individuals, which is particularly pro- 
nounced and evident in a natural state in which no highest authority 
enforces positive laws. The axiom could also be a reminder of Thomas 
Hobbes’ commentary on the state of nature in which all humans are 
roughly equal, and must therefore live in perpetual fear that due to 
approximately equal and alternating vulnerabilities and dependencies 
they might be killed at some unfortunate time. 

The axiom retains its validity regardless of whether humans live in 
a natural or civil state. Just as the world boxing champion will some- 
day meet a superior boxer, so must each individuum count on being 
bested or even destroyed one day by alien influences. This fate of all 
particular things is fortified by the thesis that man is a part of nature. 
Being a part of nature means being exposed to the influence of other 
parts, to be in a state of permanent competition that will sooner or 
later culminate in a struggle for life or death. Life is a struggle (agon), 
whose end is a struggle for life and death. 

Perhaps Spinoza speaks of an axiom for the reason that the deter- 
mination of a factum is at issue here to which the form of a definition 
could hardly be given.’ The axiom does not portray man as an isolated 
being, but as a being in the causal interaction with other beings. Thus, 
an axiom need not formulate any purely conceptual knowledge, but it 
can rather be a generalized statement of observation, as in this case. 
The axiom makes clear why man is damned to destruction, although 
he is programmed by his conatus to endless duration. Does this not 
correspond to the observation that no one believes in his own end, 
although everyone must count on it? 

Yet it would be meaningful not merely to restrict this axiom to 
the encounter of an individuum with a stronger individuum, but to 
expand it out over the encounter of man with all possible outer causes. 
The peculiar assertion that there must always be a stronger individuum 
that could destroy me would then be replaced by the less pretentious 
thesis that I am vulnerable and may die through actions taken or left 
untaken, through others’ arrangements, or through other alien causes. 
This would be the complete formulation of the axiom. If I die, e.g. 
because in my country—through premeditation, neglect, or lack of 


> Macherey (1997b: 51). 
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government resources—the provision of drinking water is not given, 
then I certainly do die because other individua or circumstances are 
‘stronger’. In order to understand human finitude I do not need to 
accept Spinoza’s peculiar formulation of the axiom, which is all too 
reminiscent of a final deadly duel. 


2. DISILLUSIONMENT AND ETHICAL UNIVERSALISATION 


As we said at the start, the hinge between the fourth and fifth part of 
the Ethics lies in the consistent gradualism of human freedom and 
power as that of a hybrid being, because 


it is necessary to come to know both our nature’s power and its lack 
of power, so that we can determine what reason can do in moderating 
the affects, and what it cannot do (quia necesse est, nostrae naturae 
tam potentiam, quam impotentiam noscere, ut determinare possimus, 
quid ratio in moderandis affectibus posset, & quid non possit) 4p17s; 
cf. 3p9. 


If there is any human freedom, then human bondage cannot be abso- 
lute human non-freedom. There must be means by which I can reduce 
the bondage. I can e.g. escape the non-freedom of the natural state by 
joining a state and respecting its laws. But I can no more escape the 
precarious vagaries of my affects than the radical dependence upon 
the one substance. Simultaneously, there seems to be a certain leeway 
here, which I call “cognitive leeway”* and which concerns the pos- 
sibility of eliminating inadequate ideas, replacing them with adequate 
ideas. Strictly parallel to cognitive leeway, there is the affective leeway 
within the polarity of active and passive. 

Cognitive leeway on the revision of inadequate ideas pertains espe- 
cially to the everyday delusion of being a substance oneself. Here, I 
can undergo a ‘cognitive therapy’ that leads to my liberation from the 
delusion about my position in the universe. I can heal myself from my 
delusions of self-sufficiency and separation by understanding myself 
as a part of nature, both one part among many parts (of the natura 
naturata) and as a participant in active nature (the natura naturans) 
(4p45s). 


4 Wolf (2001). 
> Cf. Macherey (1997b: 76). 
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All that I do follows from out of my being, insofar as I am not too 
greatly hindered by external causes, which is a striving for self-preser- 
vation. In this regard, I fulfil with my small egoism a greater mission, 
for I execute my own being’s plan, and thus accept and recognize that 
my essence is unchangeable, but not extraordinary. This program is 
set out for an undetermined span of time. Each human would like to 
begin infinitely many projects, in order to extend his life indefinitely. 
All men are sooner or later violently rent out of their current life proj- 
ects. The insight into our essence, and what necessarily follows from 
it, frees us 1) from the delusion that we are, ourselves, substance, and 
2) from the error of counter-natural projects, e.g. from the attempt to 
end my own life violently, as if I were not programmed to the appetite 
for more life and longer life. The insight into our essence finally frees 
us 3) from special pleading, i.e. from the illusion that we are some- 
thing extraordinary and special—a noble, ‘substantial’ human among 
a throng of slaves. 

Suicide (inasmuch as it is not, like Seneca’s suicide, explicated as the 
avoidance of the less of two evils—cf. 4p20s) makes no sense, and is 
not the result of a free decision, but the undoing (in the double sense of 
passivity and vice) of despair, that is forced upon us by compulsion or 
external circumstances. According to Spinoza, there is no rational sui- 
cide (with the exception already mentioned). To put it more precisely, 
a supposedly rational, calculated suicide cannot be a rational answer 
to the conditio humana, even if the individual’s death is unavoidable. 
The title of the fifth part announces a glorification of freedom and of 
the philosophical life. The true or noblest human freedom certainly 
does not consist in a supposed freedom to take one’s own life, or to 
follow ones’ imaginary goals, but in the freedom to philosophize. It is 
that freedom to philosophize which Socrates, when he appeared before 
the tribunal court, in spite of all due respect for the Athenian laws, 
will not, nor can, relinquish, and which Spinoza demands in the final 
chapter of his Tractatus theologico-politicus. What sense would it still 
have for Socrates to continue living, but no longer to philosophise? 
This question suggests that philosophising (which is, for Spinoza, the 
elimination of inadequate ideas) belongs to the ideal of mankind, even 
more than the striving, albeit more fundamental, to remain alive. The 
irrationality of suicide does not contradict the higher ratio of sacrific- 
ing one’s life for the freedom to philosophise. 

We are parts, elements of nature, and thus subject to external influ- 
ences. This increases the probability of humiliating dependency on 
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other parts, of alienation from the whole, and of the illusion of not 
being only ‘common’ parts, cogs of a great machine, so to speak. We 
wish to be more than cogs, and therefore delude ourselves that we 
are exceptions and the pride of creation. This is the root of all naive 
anthropomorphic teleology, which amounts to a sort of human narcis- 
sism, a random ‘species bias’. 

The fact of being a part of nature is subject to different valuations 
and interpretations. It can also be the ground for a realistic and sober 
assessment of the state of humanity. Because we are parts of a whole, 
we can understand ourselves as hybrid beings,° which are characterised 
both by the difference to the whole (our ‘impotence’) and through our 
taking or having a part in the whole (our ‘power’). Human freedom 
and power consist in an active and complex adaptation to humans’ 
essence and their position in the cosmos. “Spinoza traces a necessary 
connection between complexity and adaptability, and between both of 
them, taken together, and power and freedom.”’ 

We understand ourselves on the one hand as beings from out the 
inner cause, the conatus to preservation, extension and expansion of 
life, the orientation toward joys and utility for ourselves and for others 
insofar as we as free and self-determining beings can prove useful or 
beneficial to others at all. 

We experience ourselves on the other hand, due to suffering and 
disappointments, in our impotence, as exposed to the permanent 
bombardment of atoms from the external world, and to the cumula- 
tive and overpowering effects of external causes that hinder us, make 
us suffer, and finally—as individuals with our own will—extinguish us. 
In this sense, we do not embody objective or ‘higher’ ends with the 
prospect of individual immortality. 

Spinoza’s Ethics is a meditation on man as a mixed being, whose 
dynamic balance between adequate and inadequate ideas (cf. 3p9s), 
heteronomy and autonomy, passivity and activity, control and the loss 
of control. Although man is no exception among particular things, 
he is very well capable in his ontological constitution of understand- 
ing himself better than all other animals, and therefore capable of, at 
least approximately, living under the regime of reason. Individuals and 
communities will always also change, however, often contrary to their 


® Cf. Wolf (2001, $13-15). 
” Hampshire (2005: X). 
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intentions and plans. The philosopher finds himself as relatively free 
among the relatively non-free, who are more susceptible to the newest 
fashions and other collective foolishness. 

This meditation on the mixed entity that oscillates between power 
and impotence is interesting because for us there is no alternative to 
affective life—we cannot live without, or independent of, affects. Such 
a life would have neither meaning nor appeal. We can only achieve a 
certain degree of control over the automatism of affects and the impact 
of external influences. This gradualism condemns the talk of absolute 
freedom for man to hollow rhetoric. Nor need we take responsibil- 
ity for our essence. Spinoza kept philosophy from a mad belief in an 
absolute freedom and an unlimited responsibility that places upon us 
the burden of guilt for our being there and thus, from which only 
a merciful god could relieve us. The therapeutic effect of philosophy 
takes a piece of our need for salvation. We are partially healed of the 
metaphysical need and especially of the deceptive hope for individual 
immortality. In the place of excessive ideas of freedom and guilt comes 
the doctrine of a relative freedom and of a relative responsibility. 

Knowledge can cause pain and sadness (cf. 4p17s: “He who increases 
knowledge increases sorrow.” Cited after Ecclesiastes 1,18); relevant 
knowledge, however, should dis-illusion. Thus, relevant knowledge is 
purifying. One who sees through himself as a hybrid and, therefore, 
paradoxical being is less susceptible to hatred and envy, and causes less 
damage in the world than one who cannot see his own ‘shadow’. Envy 
and hatred sprout from inadequate ideas. In other words, those who 
do not will the merely imaginary, the contranatural, will not despair in 
the face of its unattainability either. “Cum ratio nihil contra naturam 
postulet” (4p18s). 

Happiness and self-preservation appear for Spinoza to converge all 
in all, as long as the distorting factors of ignorance and imagination 
do not lead us to believe in a false happiness. Those who succumb 
to the luring call of passive joys will sacrifice power and virtue. The 
commandments of reason are characterized as rationis dictamina or 
imperatives of reason, apparently in order to reinforce their rational 
and normative bindingness vis-a-vis ignorance and imagination. 

The philosopher’s way of life is inseparably connected to a series 
of partially painful disillusionments; it is a praxis with effects upon 
our affective attitudes. The free and paradigmatical human remains 
a beautiful concept of limitation and of serene insight, which means: 
I am (except in my dreams and fantasies) no exception. After a 
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philosophical life of joy and insight I return into the whole, where 
there is no more excellency nor any differentiation. In the restitutio 
in integrum we need no longer be rewarded for merits nor punished 
for sins. 

Here lies also the source of inspiration of ethical universalisation 
(cf. 4p18s; 4p37 and 4p72s), in spite of the apparently egoistical ground. 
Any special pleading, any attempt to raise oneself as an individuum 
or genus above others proves unfounded. This distinguishes Spinoza’s 
ethic, grounded, as it is, in survival interest, from a romantic egoism 
based on unfounded self-preference and, at its core, opposed to the 
idea of universalizability.® Romantic egoism is admittedly widespread, 
and corresponds to a common tendency to plea for one’s own cause. 
Spinoza, however, does not fall prey to the secret charm of romantic 
egoism, in which a man prefers himself as his own best friend. Spi- 
noza rather defends a theory of enlightened self-interest, whose goal 
converges with the good for all men.’ 

The critical assessment of pride and other feelings of superiority also 
applies to classical philosophy insofar as it founds the superiority of 
man in a purely spiritual soul, which it denies to animals, and which 
it can supposedly separate from the body and its affects. With all prox- 
imity to the Stoa, which has been emphasized often enough: Spinoza 
does not exclude the affects and desire; they remain an integral and 
necessary constituent part of life according to the leadership of reason. 
How could a being whose fundamental and essential nature is urge 
and striving exist without affects? What are affects other than symp- 
toms of an inhibited or stimulated urge to live? He does criticise the 
power of passive affects very well, but he does not attempt to escape 
from the region of affects completely." 

The ideal of the (Neo-)Platonic or Stoic philosopher, who believes 
that he must raise himself above his affects, is not taken into consider- 
ation by Spinoza. One cannot live by such an ideal’ nor is it an issue 
for a free man, insofar as he reflects upon life, and not death (cf. 4p67). 
His completion finds the life of reason in the most active affect, the 
intellectual love of God. In monism, which conceives mind and body 
as two descriptions of the same thing, as it were, the mind cannot 


8 Cf. Wolf (2004). 

° Cf. Della Rocca (2004). 

1 Lloyd (1996: 81). 

11 Cf. Damasio (2003); Hastedt (2005, Ch. 8). 
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triumph over the affects. Dualistic philosophy, which aims at the goal 
of liberation from the body and the affects, proves, by the standard of 
philosophical monism, to be a mad and morbid project. 


3. OBJECTIVE ENDS 


In the forward to the fourth part, it says: God or nature acts without 
ends. Just as nature exists for the sake of no end, she also acts for the 
sake of no end. Final causes, with which we name the perfection or 
imperfection of a thing, are modi of thought. Talk of ‘imperfections of 
nature’ is nothing but short-sighted complaining. Spinoza himself uses 
three concepts of perfection: a polemic one, which rests on anthro- 
pomorphic short-sightedness, a normative one, which, however, only 
makes sense in the context of a construction or fiction of moral termini, 
and an ontological concept. Perfection is even introduced with its defi- 
nition as a concept interchangeable with reality (cf. 2d6). Thus seen, 
there can be nothing at all which is not perfect and ‘purposeful’. The 
foreword to the fourth part refers back to this definition (cf. 5p33s). 
This definition is only apparently relativised by the talk of different 
degrees of reality, as these do not pertain to the things themselves, but 
merely to the things as they affect us. 

Teleological interpretations are so commonly favoured, “quia hom- 
ines suorum appetituum causas communiter ignorant” (4praef). It is 
those causes unknown to us, the ‘unconscious’ causes of our urges 
which seduce us to the invention of goals or intentions. Final causes 
are posited for that which we are not capable of explaining as neces- 
sary, but which appears to us as more than accidental, or as a won- 
der. They are that ignorantiae asylum of which was spoken already 
in the appendix to the first part. In other words: Where we have no 
causal explanations, we take refuge in teleological explanations, of 
which there can be none, because ends, as opposed to causes, are not 
real, but only imaginary, invented, intended “ends-in-view”, as John 
Dewey put it,” but no finished states that would pull the present out 
of the future, so to speak. The inversion of time (something future 
supposedly causing something present) is regarded as a standard argu- 
ment against teleological explanations. The reference to ends—where 


12 Dewey (1939: 25-50). 
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these are not merely the provisory endpoints of wishes or intentions— 
explains nothing. Ends can only be explained through the striving 
aimed at them (“appetites”, cf. 4d7). This also applies to other ends, 
so for example, Spinoza says of ‘good’: x is good, because it is wished, 
and not vice versa. Teleological explanations, insofar as they assert 
supposedly objective ends, are pseudo-explanations which presuppose 
the hitherto hidden causes of wishes. If we have no (sufficient) causal 
explanations, we settle out of laziness or superstition for the false lus- 
tre of poor but familiar sounding explanations which presume a con- 
cealed intention or a secret end behind anything and everything. One 
could even speak of an end-paranoia which is dominant, e.g. modern 
proponents of the conception of ‘intelligent design’. This is i.a. the flip- 
side of an ignorance or underestimation of the workings of complex 
self-organisation.'” 

According to Spinoza there are no objective ends in nature; what 
appears objective to us is only the result of our own fictions of the 
perfect specimens which we project onto nature. Ends are (just as per- 
fect, good and bad) dependent upon intentions and wishes. They can- 
not occur independent of mental states such as intentions and wishes. 
Intentions and wishes, however, are always only those of finite beings 
which lack something. Nature itself (or God) lacks nothing. So ends 
do not occur in nature itself; they are not yielded by God’s intentions 
or wishes. What we take for a specimen is ‘good in its genus’, e.g. the 
example of a horse. This horse can change itself neither into an insect, 
nor into a man without being destroyed by such a change of essence. 

Spinoza’s critique of natural teleology was not always thought to 
be sound. Some have seen in it a reduction of natural teleology to 
the end of human self-preservation. “Behind the anti-teleological turn 
of the late Middle Ages and early Modernity stands the reduction of 
nature to the mere material of human domination”. This criticism is 
misguided i.a. because Spinoza speaks of the conatus of all particular 
beings—not only of humans. That he subordinates animals as lower life 
forms follows in no way logically from his critique of natural teleology 
as an anthropomorphic fiction. The subordination and use of animals 
for alimentary purposes has no ontological fundament. Humans and 
animals are modi, and are thus on one and the same ontological level. 


13 Cf. Dembski/Ruse (2004). 
14 Spaemann/Löw (1981: 110). 
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The thought is commensurable with Spinoza’s thought that e.g. primi- 
tive ‘jungle people’ must seem to be lower life forms to stronger preda- 
tors, and hence (evaluated from the preditors’ perspective) useful as 
food. It would be in any case only an imperfection which arises from 
the perspective of the appetites and the comparison of useful things. 
The English-speaking world has recently seen a debate on the role of 
teleological explanations in Spinoza. This debate, however, focuses on 
the teleological explanation of human actions, i.e. whether mental con- 
tents can even play a causal role according to Spinoza’s own analyses.'° 
Whether the behaviour of non-conscious organisms can be explained 
teleologically is obviously uninteresting for these authors. They see in 
this question only the illegitimate attempt to transfer mental structures 
such as wishes, intentions and opinions to non-mental beings. 
However, in the second half of the nineteenth century, though, the 
question of ends in nature was still fiercely debated. Eduard von Hart- 
mann (1842-1906), was an especially decided and seemingly anach- 
ronistic defender of the assumption of objective ends in nature. He 
believed that a teleological interpretation of nature could indeed be 
cleansed of naive anthropomorphism or mentalism. The objective 
end-orientation in nature as assumed by Hartmann, which is com- 
mensurable with a causal and evolutionist interpretation (at least one 
that is not completely based on accident and selection), need not be 
understood as wishful thinking, and can very well culminate in the 
destruction of the world. In any case, it does not accommodate indi- 
vidual striving for happiness or freedom. Because Spinoza, in the area 
of Descartes’ influence, was not prepared to assume unconscious ideas, 
he was—according to Hartmann’s argument—not able to recognize an 
unconscious finality in nature either. Although Hartmann displays a 
tendency to neovitalism and panpsychism, which even postulates an 
“atom consciousness”, he does not make his argument for finality in 
nature dependent upon the seemingly anthropomorphic assumption of 
a primitive consciousness in all things. Hartmann would rather dem- 
onstrate that the assumption of causality would remain unintelligible 
or meaningless without a parallel unconscious finality. Hartmann’s 


15 Cf. Bennett (1984); Curley (1990); Manning (2002). 
16 Cf. Hartmann (1899: 389-419); Hartmann (1907: 52-73). 
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apology for objective ends may be untenable, but it escapes Spinoza’s 
accusation of naive anthropomorphic wish-thinking.'” 

Newer conceptions of animal and environmental ethics understand 
teleology as a natural basis for the respect for all organisms’ status as 
ends in themselves;’* this is not naively anthropomorphically conceived 
either, but rather as corrective of the widespread anthropocentric and 
speciesist evaluation of non-human life-forms. The end of each organ- 
ism lies, thus seen, in the organism (self-preservation), indirectly in 
the species itself, and encompasses, aside from self-preservation, also 
the welfare and suffering of the organisms and the preservation of the 
species. Thus, the same striving of all organisms toward self-realisation 
can be the ground for a depth-ecological ethic.” The Norwegian phi- 
losopher Arne Naess sees in Spinoza’s doctrine of the infinite attri- 
butes of God even an occasion to respect species diversity.” 

Spinoza disputes the objective status of forms or essences; they 
are neither separate ideas nor thoughts in God, but merely fictions 
invented by men. One might wonder whether his conception of the 
infinite attributes in God were close to a Neo-Platonic conception of 
ideas. Be that as it may, his critique of objective final causes signals 
the break with the Aristotelian conception of nature already consum- 
mated by Hobbes, and can be understood as a premonition of a con- 
sideration that exposes the assumption of natural hierarchies of ends 
and values as mere fictions and projections. To claim Spinoza for the 
environmental and animal ethicists’ avant la lettre is a rather problem- 
atic matter when one considers e.g. Spinoza’s rude remarks on animals 
as lower life forms and on the killing of animals for alimentary pur- 
poses.’ To honour Spinoza as a thinker who stimulates new ethical 
visions of reality is entirely another matter. From his critique of final 
causes it is only a short step to the assumption of a sweeping reverence 
for all life forms, just as such thinkers as Albert Schweitzer and Arne 
Naess called for—the latter with explicit reference to Spinoza.” 


17 Cf. Wolf (2006, Ch. 7). 

18 Cf. Regan (1983: 235-250); Taylor (1986). 

1 Cf. Jonge (2004). 

20 Cf. Naess (1989: 11). 

21 Cf. index entry ‘Tier in the Ethics, Bartuschat (1999: 610), and esp. 4p37s1. 
22 Cf. Naess (1989). 
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4. VALUE JUDGMENTS 


One and the same thing can at the same time be good and bad and 
even indifferent or value-neutral, e.g. music (cf. 4praef; 4p59dem). 
Like ends, good and bad refer to nothing in the things themselves; they 
are modi of thought or concepts that can involve three forms of rela- 
tivity; perspectival dependence on the evaluator (which can include 
more than so-called ‘speaker relativity’), interdependence of the things 
among themselves, and dependence upon a model or specimen. All 
forms of relativity can be brought into the scheme of a five-variable 
predication: ‘x is better than y for the agent z at the time t for accom- 
plishing goal g.” 

The moral vocabulary is not discredited by this relativity. Spi- 
noza does not deny the usefulness of moral vocabulary, but exposes 
it as quasi-realistic. It is an indispensable, because useful, fiction for 
approaching the specimen, humanae naturae. According to Spinoza 
there is neither good nor bad without wishes or projections. Value 
judgments can only be understood with reference to the appetitus. 
Accordingly, the final standard for good and bad appears to be what 
a person wishes or refuses. Value judgments are subjective. But is this 
the whole truth? 

Value judgments can be inadequate or poorly founded. Different 
possible errors or erroneous judgements can arise from having wishes 
that follow from inadequate ideas. If e.g. someone wishes to be God, 
then he has no adequate idea of God and/or of himself. If value judg- 
ments were radically subjective then everything a person wished, or 
what fulfilled a wish, would be good. Then Perry’s equation for value- 
subjectivism would be correct: ‘x is valuable = interest is taken in x’. 
In the spirit of Spinoza’s explanations, one must, however, distinguish 
between the prima facie good (which corresponds to Perry’s formula) 
and the good in the definitive sense. ‘Good in the definitive sense’ 
does not mean ‘objectively good’, ‘good absolved from all wishes or 
interests’, but ‘what is wished in the light of adequate ideas’. As, for 
example, my wish to be God cannot be fulfilled; there are only imagi- 
nary fulfilments of this wish. Imaginary wish fulfilment is less good 
than disillusionment, though, even if this is painful in the short term. 


3 Jarrett (2002: 174). 
2 Perry (1926: 116). 
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Hence, the radically subjective theory of the good is false, or at least 
misleading. Good is not what fulfils one person’s random wishes; good 
is at best what fulfils those wishes that are made or examined in the 
light of adequate ideas. One could even say that Spinoza sketches a 
value theory which avoids the extremes of a purely subjectivist theory 
and a theory of objective lists of values. It preserves the connection 
between values and preferences as well as the dimension of a critique 
of preferences. 

The first definition already does justice to the suggested modification 
of the pure theory of interest. Good is that of which we know surely 
that it is useful to us. Here an epistemic component is built into the 
definition, much as in the theory of so-called informed or enlightened 
wishes. The epistemic component pertains to right or well-founded 
opinions and serves the correction of certain sources of error, e.g. time 
discounting (cf. 4p9c) and its effect on the affects (cf. 4d6). 

Spinoza will go much further in the fourth and fifth part, though. 
He is concerned not with a few relatively banal corrections of wishes 
here and there, but with a comprehensive revision of all wishes in 
light of a revision of our entire conception of the world. (In every- 
day life we are hardly proponents of a substance monism.) Thus the 
theory of informed preferences is displaced by a theory of rational will. 
“According to this view ‘my ultimate good’ is what I should desire if 
my desires were in harmony with reason”.” Life according to wishes 
is transformed into a life according to reason, and that means in har- 
mony with God as the only good simpliciter. This is a step up from 
an ordinary human life to a philosophical life. Does Spinoza’s value 
theory finally experience a relapse into a controversial Platonism of 
values?” 


5. UTILITY-ORIENTED ETHICS AND MORAL WEAKNESS 


Probably the most astounding point in Spinoza’s Ethics lies in his defi- 
nition of virtue as the power of the agent (cf. 4d8) and the good as the 
utility and joy of the agent (cf. 4p8). Thus, moral common sense is 
snubbed a second time: how can anything so sublime as virtue lie in 
power, and something so sublime as the moral good in utility? Worse 
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yet: how can morality consist in the good understood egoistically? 
According to Spinoza ethics does not consist in the transcendence 
of utility considerations to a higher ideal (e.g. a perfection, that can 
no longer be expressed in terms of utility) and in the transcendence 
of one’s own interest to an altruistic fundamental norm. This double 
renouncement of transcendence makes Spinoza’s ethic a consequently 
immanent ethic that does not posit human well-being in a superter- 
restrial value or in an altruistic self-denial. The way to ethics goes nei- 
ther through transcendental revelation nor ascetic self-denial, but only 
through the appropriate self-afirmation. We must understand our- 
selves as beings that oscillate between power and impotence, and only 
manage a relative rest in transitory states of balance between active 
and passive. 

Little remains of the egoistical ground in self-affirmation, though, 
when Spinoza’s expansion of the theory of informed preferences to a 
theory of rational will is taken into consideration. An ethic that culmi- 
nates in true selfless love of God can no longer be classified plausibly 
as ‘egoistical’. The suspicion arises, rather, that nothing remains of the 
egoistical approach if one disregards the fact that a god who only loves 
himself could count as a paradigm of a ‘holy egoist’. 

Spinoza’s metaethic will not be further discussed here—as it would 
go beyond Propositions 1-18. It shall suffice to say Spinoza defines 
the affect as idea of a bodily movement (cf. 4p7dem). Subsequently, 
knowledge of the good is characterized as an affect of joy, insofar as 
we are conscious of it. “Cognitio boni et mali...affectus. (4p8) Vera 
boni, & mali cognitio, quatenus vera, nullum affectum coercere potest 
sed tantum quatenus ut affectus consideratur” (4p14). Here Spinoza 
appears to propose an ethical cognitivism and externalism, diverg- 
ing from 4p8. But how can this supposed contradiction be resolved? 
Affects are, according to Spinoza, cognitive (or representative), moral 
judgments are affective. Thus, even ethical judgments have two parts, 
namely, cognitive and affective. A simple classification according to 
ethical cognitivism or non-cognitivism appears beside the point in 
view of such a definition. A tortuous argumentation would be neces- 
sary in order to commit Spinoza on an ethical non-cognitivism.” 

To me the most important point seems to be the observation that 
value judgments need not necessarily be effective just because they 
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are true (or well founded) (cf. 4p14). The ‘proof’ that Spinoza offers 
leads back to the labyrinthine doctrine of affects developed in the third 
part. Proposition 14, however, can also be understood without the spe- 
cific line of argument arising from this context. Human bondage and 
moral weakness can be explained by the fact that man is in general too 
weak, and exposed to too many outer influences, recalcitrant affects 
and temptations of the near and present to always do that which he 
deems best. Just as no one can withstand death in the long run, no one 
can always escape moral weakness. The rift between duty and inclina- 
tion is widened by the creeping replacement of the model of informed 
preferences by a theory of rational will and the pursuit of virtue for its 
own sake. In a word: God himself is not good because he is loved, but 
God is for Spinoza the only thing in itself worthy of being loved. Has 
Spinoza not thus interrupted the connection between value judgment 
and wishes, egoism and morality, forgetting the pragmatic necessity of 
a compromise between the two? 


ELEMENTARY FEATURES OF SPINOZA’S POLITICAL 
PHILOSOPHY (4P3782)! 


Manfred Walther 


1. THE CONTEXT 


The goal of the Ethics is to show the person placed in what is at first an 
overpowering world (i.e. environment), a way by which he can work 
his way forward from his starting position in the world, i.e. his bond- 
age, his subjugation to his passions, to a free, self-determined, and 
thus virtuous life. Having worked out a social psychology in the third 
part, in the fourth part Spinoza explains the individual’s treatment of 
himself, with his own affectivity and the affects evoked by the interac- 
tion with other humans. The propositions 4p29-4p37 constitute the 
centre of this explanation. They merge in the thesis that the virtuous 
man, i.e. one led by reason, ‘wants’ that the good which he ‘desires’ 
for himself also wants this all the more so for others, and this want 
increases “as his knowledge of God increases”. This good is under- 
standing (intelligere). The reason for this desire, as Spinoza explains 
with reference to 4p35s1, is the insight that men led by reason are the 
most useful to one another, so that it lies in one’s own interest to also 
motivate other men to a life dedicated to knowledge. This is not about 
just any knowledge, but about the knowledge of God—which includes 
self-knowledge, and which is de facto knowledge of the context in 
which we stand within the entirety of reality. As we thus realise our 
own nature to the greatest extent, our desire to let others share in this 
is also intensified. For by the mechanism of affect imitation (which 
transmits the affect which we perceive in another “toward which we 
have had no affect” (3p27) to us), one’s love for a good that one wishes 
for oneself is strengthened when one sees that others also love it, as 
the second proof shows. 


1 For lack of space the political function of religion will not be addressed here. 
Concerning this, see Walther (1996: 38-46). 
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2. SOCIAL AND JURIDICAL-POLITICAL CONDITIONS OF 
A SELE-DETERMINED MANNER OF LIVING 


In the two notes on Proposition 37, Spinoza first sketches conclusions 
for the free man’s social and political engagement that follow from 
this constellation (4p37s1), and secondly the fundamental features of 
his political philosophy (4p37s2);? throughout which the prospect of 
freedom—both ethical freedom, and the political freedom that creates 
favourable conditions for it’—is the guiding principle. 


a) The fact that our striving is directed at knowledge, as 4p37dem2 
explains, prevents our urge (ie. the urge to convince others of the 
quality of the good for which we strive, and to see everyone else live 
according to our own temperament), from leading to the opposite of 
harmony, namely to resistance and an agonistic attitude toward others. 
For (1) by the basic mechanism of affect imitation (see above) (2) the 
appreciation of a thing that I appreciate in another is transferred to 
me. So if I (3) already appreciate something as good, then I strive, in 
order to increase my joy in the possession of this good, to convince 
others of the quality of this, my, good, i.e. I strive “that others should 
love what... [I] love, and live according to...[my] temperament. This 
is the cause of the urge toward conviction and conformity. If, how- 
ever, the good after which I myself strive, or in whose possession I 
rejoice (4) should be one desired passionately, i.e. an entirely contin- 
gent good, then others who appreciate other goods will oppose my 
urge to conviction and hate me; or else they will, if it be a good, “that 
only one can possess” (3p32), by the mechanism of affect imitation 
desire the same good, i.e. enter into competition/rivalry with me. One 
who seeks to convince others of the special quality of the things he 
desires or possesses will therefore, if the good be scarce, simultane- 
ously “fear to be believed” (4p37s1). But one who strives for knowl- 
edge, i.e. to live “by the guidance of reason” (4p24), will not, as with 
scarce goods, enter into a situation of affective dissonance, as this good 
cannot be possessed (only) exclusively, but is rather “common to all” 
(4p36). His joy in it will rather be intensified, and all the more for his 
own recognition of himself as the cause of others’ joy. It is in his own 


? Cf. Macherey (1997b: 221). Concerning 4p37 and 4p37s1&2: 216-234. 
3 Cf. Matheron (2000); Walther (2001). 
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interest, then, also to liberate others from the dependence upon outer, 
contingent goods, from a life of impotence, motivating them to a life 
in which everyone is more and more determined by “what his own 
nature, considered in itself, demands” (4p37s1). In other words: he 
will strive for the ‘emergence’ of each from his own ‘immaturity —not 
‘self-incurred immaturity’, but one given ab initio—, and as Spinoza 
states in 4app19,* for an education that corresponds to this. 


b) When Spinoza goes on to sketch the elemental features of his philo- 
sophy of society, state and right, the reader schooled in the tradition 
expects remarks on the indispensability of virtue, especially that of 
the ruler, as a condition of the state’s good order. This expectation is 
disappointed, though. 

On the problem of the formation of society and state, Spinoza had 
already stated in the scholium on Proposition 18, which provides an 
overview of the argumentation in Propositions 19-37, that (1) we 
depend upon the “dealings (commercium) with things outside us’— 
“to preserve our being”; so that (2) there are “many things outside us 
which are useful to us, and on that account to be sought”, and that 
(3) among these things there is “[t]o man... nothing more useful than 
man” (4p18s). It is also confirmed by general 


experience that by helping one another they [men] can provide them- 
selves much more easily with the things they require, and that only by 
joining forces can they avoid the dangers that threaten on all sides, 


and so “we do derive, from the society of our fellow men, many more 
advantages than disadvantages” (4p35s). 

But, on the other hand, the quintessence of his doctrine of the affects, 
as it was developed in the third part and at the beginning of the fourth 
part, is, that men are mostly and primarily determined to act through 
their passions, that their considerations of ‘good’ and ‘bad’, their for- 
mation of preferences, stands under the ‘law of proximity’ (4p9-13), 
and that, “[ilnsofar as men are torn by affects which are passions, they 
can be contrary to one another.” (4p34) From this follows the instabil- 
ity of every cooperative relation once entered into. 

Hence Spinoza describes the prerequisites for men’s lasting, peace- 
ful and faithful cohabitation from the point of view of one who knows 


+ Cf. Macherey (1997b: 223, Fn 1). 
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that reason is not always available to men as a source and motivation 
of interaction with one another, i.e. from a ‘transcendental’ perspec- 
tive, by stating what the conditions are under which men who are sub- 
jugated to the affects (passions), and thus by no means can virtuous 
men live together permanently in peace and harmony. Political philo- 
sophy would therefore be guilty of a petitio principii, if it used political 
theory as a strategy for the implementation of virtue and morality in 
society, or, as Rousseau did later on, took recourse to the figure of a 
wise lawmaker as a deus ex machina. Spinoza rather, starting with the 
original constitution of individuals, shares the beginning in the state 
of nature, which Hobbes already made the cornerstone of his own 
political philosophy. 

The excursus on the foundations of political philosophy in 4p37s2 
is placed here because “the possibility of helping others in the develop- 
ment of their knowledge depends upon the creation of a general con- 
dition of harmony at all levels (cf. 4p40)”.° As a starting point for his 
presentation of the necessary and sufficient conditions for a peaceful 
and harmonious human cohabitation, Spinoza chooses a problem that 
he had left open in his critique and theory of the genesis of universal 
teleology in the appendix to Part 1 of the Ethics. There he had expli- 
cated that all value predicates which we apply to things are not proper- 
ties of these things, but merely determinations of relations which refer 
to their utility for me—as supposed by me. There he had admittedly 
expounded this for such value predicates as “beautiful” and “ugly”, but 
postponed the explication of other such predicates (lapp). He deliv- 
ers the explication for “good” and “bad”® then in 4p8 with reference 
to 3pl1s: Man strives to raise his own efficacy, and if he is successful, 
the affect of joy fills him; otherwise, sadness. And the “[k]nowledge of 
good and bad...is itself an affect of Joy or Sadness, insofar as we are 
conscious of it” (4p19dem; cf. 4p8dem). He turns his attention to the 
value predicates “just” and “unjust” in our text. 

As a part of nature, and thus as a certain expression of the power 
(potentia) of God, subject to its laws, “[e]veryone exists by the high- 
est right of nature” and according to this law “does those things that 
follow from the necessity of his own nature” (4p37s2), in reaction to 
which his own striving toward self-preservation leads him in reaction 


5 Matheron (2000: 319). 
° Curley: “evil” (henceforth always replaced by “bad”, M.W.). 
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to the influence of the things surrounding him. His judgement on 
“good” and “bad” is an expression of this situative determination as 
well, and each “considers his own advantage (utilitati) according to 
his own temperament (suo ingenio)”, as he imagines it, and he reacts 
to the things in his environment according to the laws of striving for 
self-preservation as determined by passion: He “avenges himself (sese 
vindicandi) ..., and strives to preserve what he loves and destroy what 
he hates” (4p37s2). So he exercises his natural right not “according 
to the guidance of reason”, for then he would also have to consider 
the rights of others, and not to injure them, and, in this context, state 
building would be superfluous (cf. TTP: 438). Therefore, the mere fact 
of states’ existence documents the weakness of reason.’ As the power 
of the affects “far surpass man’s power, or virtue..., they are often 
drawn in different directions...and are contrary to one another..., 
while they require one another’s aid”. It is necessary for peaceful 
and harmonious cohabitation then, that men “give up their natural 
right [to each one’s own determination of the suitable means to self- 
preservation—M.W.] and...make one another confident that they will 
do nothing which could harm others” (4p37s2). 

This problem’s solution can only consist in finding an institutional 
arrangement with whose aid counteraffects can be awakened that 
keep these idiosyncratically aimed affects in check,’ more precisely: 
that “everyone refrains from doing harm out of timidity regarding a 
greater harm.” When it is no longer each individual, but a “Society” 
that passes judgement on “good and bad” and “appropriates to itself” 
the right to sanction accordingly, then 


Society has the power (potestatem) to prescribe a common rule of life, to 
make laws, and to maintain them—not by reason, which cannot restrain 
the affects..., but by threads. (4p37s2) 


Hence follows this definition of the state: 


This Society (societas), maintained by laws and the power it has of pre- 
serving itself, is called a State (civitas), and those who are defended by 
its law, Citizens. 


7 Matheron (1969: 287). Esp. Troisième Partie: L’unification externe: Société poli- 
tique et aliénation dirigée: 285-514. 

® Kant will later refer to this as man’s “unsociable sociability” (“ungesellige 
Geselligkeit”). 

? Moreau (2005: 47). 
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This implies “that there is nothing in the state of nature which, by the 
agreement of all, is good or bad” (4p37s2), as the respective judge- 
ments always diverge and there are no norms to oblige individuals. 
An “offense”! (peccatum) can therefore only exist “in the Civil state” 
where “it is decided by common agreement what is good or what is 
bad. And everyone is bound (tenetur) to submit to the State.” (4p37s2)" 
As there is no property in the state of nature, but rather “all things 
belong to all”, i.e. to whomever can procure it, there can be nothing in 
it to call “just” or “unjust”, for “justice is’—according to the traditional 
tradition to which Spinoza refers—“the steadfast and constant will to 
render to each what is his right”'”—, and presupposes that something 
already be predetermined as someone’s own according to common 
law. Justice and injustice can hence only consist in a state, “where it 
is decided by common consent what belongs to this man, and what 
to that” (4p37s2). These value predicates and those that correspond to 
them, e.g. “offence and merit” are “extrinsic notions”, ie. mere deter- 
minations of relation “but not attributes that explain the nature of the 
Mind.” (4p37s2) 


3. THE THEORY OF THE NATURAL FORMATION AND 
OF THE STABILITY CONDITIONS OF STATE LAW (ACCORDING TO 
THE TP AND TTP) 


The question of how it can happen that men in fact bring about what 
is necessary for their self-preservation in social cooperation and how 
they make it last, inasmuch as they lack both insight into the condi- 
tional context sketched by Spinoza and especially the willingness to act 
upon such insight, is left unanswered by this ‘political detour’ follow- 
ing 4p37 (one indication of this is the conditional expression “would 
have (habeat)”, 4p32s2).'? Spinoza comes around to this question in the 


10 Curley: “sin” (henceforth always replaced by “offense”, M.W.). 

1 Nota bene, Spinoza does not speak of everyone being obliged in the state, but that 
everyone is “bound”, i.e. he consciously chooses not a normative expression, because 
the reason/motive of legal obedience may be a passion, namely the fear of the threat 
of damage, or the love of the security provided in the “civil state” (TP 3/8), but can 
also be insight. Cf. etiam Rice (2001). 

12 Corpus iuris, Institutionen 1.1.1. 

* Curley: “has”. 
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most mature form of his political philosophy, as it is presented in the 
Political Tractatus,'* which was left to posterity in 1677 unfinished. 


3.1 Political Philosophy as Theory of Praxis (TP 1) 


If it is not to produce “chimaeras” or “utopias”, political theory must 
not found itself, as “philosophers” are wont to do, upon a sublime, 
yet illusory, concept of man and his ability to live a life determined 
by reason, but must rather build upon what “politicians” who follow 
a realism steeped in experience “have written on political affairs with 
much greater yield than philosophers”,—which has earned them the 
criticism of theologians, who believe that the “public offices” must be 
handled “according to the same moral rules that are binding for a pri- 
vate person” (TP 1/2). This realism has informed them on the suitable 
means to control a “multitude”, so that political theory must accord 
with this, rather than trying to conceive something new, yet in accord 
with experience, “through pure reflection”. For humans, because of 
their constitution, “cannot [live] without some right common to them 
all” (TP 1/3). So political theory must “demonstrate by sure and con- 
clusive reason that which best agrees with practice” (TP 1/4), namely 
“deducing it from the constitution of human nature, as it is in fact”, 
through a value-neutral investigation.’ Such a theory of praxis must 
start from the factum that “humans [are] necessarily subject to affects”, 
and thus tends toward revenge rather than toward pity, and strives to 
effect that all others should make the same value judgements as they 
themselves, yet that they themselves should also “stand in the foremost 
position”—whereby they necessarily “come into conflict with one 
another”, and attempt as much as possible “to oppress one another” 
(TP 1/5). This has an important consequence for the epistemological 
interests of political philosophy: the rulers too are subject to affects, 
so that a stable state which provides for the citizens’ security must not 
rely on the virtue of the rulers, but must instead function in an affect 
neutral way: 


1 Here quoted by chapter and paragraph (e.g. TP 1/5). 

To complement these, especially with regard to democracy, relevant passages of the 
Tractatus Theologico-Politicus (TTP) will also be cited by chapter and page number. 

5 TP 1/4 hence contains an early version of the value-neutrality postulate for politi- 
cal theory. 
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For the state’s security it does not matter what sentiment (animo) induces 
men to administer their public affairs, provided that its affairs are in fact 
properly administered. 


Fortitude of character is a “private virtue” (TP 1/6). 

Summary: Because men ‘always already’ produce some civil state 
(statum civile), the causes of a state’s formation must be developed 
“from the common nature or constitution of men”, and not “from the 
propositions of reason” (TP 1/7). 


3.2 The Natural Genesis of Right and State (State of Nature and 
Civil State, TP 2) 


a) The first two parts of the Ethics demonstrate that, like any other 
individual thing that exists, man is nothing other than a specifically 
determined expression of God’s power, and as such, strives to preserve 
himself in His existence. Because, as no one denies, “God has a right 
to everything, and God’s right is nothing other than God’s power, 
insofar as it is regarded as free” (TP 2/3), the right of nature is then 
identical with what power of action every thing has through natural 
laws. Hence it follows: “What each man does from the laws of his 
nature, he does with the highest right of nature” (TP 2/4), for it is the 
necessary expression of that form of his urge toward self-preservation 
which this urge takes in the interaction with all other natural powers 
of self-preservation. So man does not stand as a ‘state within the state’ 
outside of the natural order, is not subject to specific laws, namely laws 
of reason, for it is not given to him to be able to determine himself at 
any time according to the laws of nature alone (TP 2/6&7). So what 
he does as a part of nature thus determined, he does, “with the high- 
est right of nature, and he has as great a claim to nature as his power 
extends” (TP 2/4). Therefore, “nothing is absolutely forbidden by the 
right of nature except what nobody is capable of” (TP 2/18). In nature 
there is no normativity, no deontological ‘layer’ or dimension. 
Spinoza, with his naturalistic approach to political philosophy, is 
already a proponent of the ‘two-world’ theory (most famously put 
forward by Kant) which was first developed in Late Scholasticism, 
and which distinguishes between man as an ‘ens physicum’, subject 
to causal laws, and as a free, practically responsible “ens morale’. Thus 
Spinoza of course takes upon himself the burden of a theory of the 
genesis and of the status of normativity or prescriptivity, which he 
approaches as follows: Notwithstanding that “all things are determined 
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by the universal laws of nature to exist and to affect”, one must dis- 
tinguish the universal natural laws—Spinoza gives the example of the 
elastic thrust—and those natural laws specific to humans—Spinoza 
names the example of association—from those laws that are “depen- 
dent upon human discretion’—i.e. which are an expression of the 
specifically human form of the power of self-preservation of all that 
is, i.e. “foremost...of the power of his mind”. In these, because men 
have no complete knowledge of the causal rules’ interconnection of all 
things, and therefore for pragmatic reasons regard “things as merely 
possible”, these then formulate the restrictions of their natural desire 
structures that are necessary for self-preservation in social cohabita- 
tion as prescriptions. Thus the normative meaning of ‘law’ precedes 
the descriptive meaning historically, i.e. “the word law” is “applied to 
natural things apparently in a metaphorical sense”. But because the 
function that makes possible a lasting peaceful cohabitation, which 
the laws have as an expression of the specifically human nature (see 
below), “is only apparent to the few”, “in order to constrain all men 
alike, the legislators have wisely devised another end”, by pointing to 
higher powers, so that ‘law’ has taken on the meaning of an imperative 
set down by an alien instance (TTP: 426-427). 


b) Even if everything that exists and has an effect is the necessary 
expression of the “laws of nature in their entirety”, and therefore not 
“bad” in itself, nevertheless with regard to human striving for self- 
preservation, i.e. “with respect to the laws of our nature alone”, much 
is bad (TP 2/8, end). When individuals, in their passionately deter- 
mined longing for the “things” (incl. other humans) in their environ- 
ment, exercise their natural right as expression of their striving for 
self-preservation, they necessarily come into conflict with one another, 
and thus they are “natural enemies” (TP 2/14). Hence it follows that the 


16 So, as it would seem, Spinoza works with a dual concept of nature: his state- 
ments are on the one hand directed at “nature in her entirety”, and in this context 
value predicates make no sense at all. Insofar as, on the other hand, he refers to “the 
laws of our nature alone”, there is much that, although it occurs according to the 
laws of nature in general, does not meet the requirements of human nature and is 
thus, in this context, bad. Because Spinoza conceives human nature also as a natural 
power, though one which can fully unfold itself from its original impotence only by 
the power of its specific constitution—according to the naturally given laws of human 
affectivity—through cooperation and its institutional stabilization, Spinoza’s political 
philosophy is concerned with a theory of human self-cultivation as a natural occur- 
rence in the course of socialisation, remaining true to the naturalistic approach. 
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natural right of humans, regarded as individuals, is almost an empty 
set, existing “rather in the imagination than in reality” (TP 2/15). For 
only he stands under his own right (sui iuris) who can preserve himself 
through his own power, i.e. who can “repel all force (vim) and pay 
back an injury done to him as he will”, absolutely so, though, “inso- 
far as he can live according to his own sentiment (suum ingenium)” 
(TP 2/9). That is, though, insofar as each is left to himself, almost 
never the case (TP 2/11; cf. TTP: 566). 

Now there are also many things necessary for life that no one can 
procure for himself alone, and so all humans depend upon mutual aid. 

This disproportion between that for which each man strives for him- 
self according to his own judgement, and what men also need, at least 
in part, to survive on the one hand, and that which they can procure 
through their own power on the other hand, according to Spinoza, 
sets the process of socialization and the constitution of law and state 
into motion; and as this disproportion coincides with the beginning of 
human existence (TP 2/2), men have ‘always already’ lived in society. 
For only in that two “come together in one”—note the non-intentional 
language—and combine their power, hence only through cooperation, 
can men increase their power of self-preservation, i.e. have more right, 
and “the greater the number of men who thus unite in one body”, the 
more right they will have all together. Hence it follows “that of the 
natural right specific to mankind”—i.e. by power of which “men [can] 
stand their lives and cultivate their minds”—, can only be spoken of 
“where men have their rights in common (iura communia) by which 
they have together the power...to protect themselves” (TP 2/15). So, 
in the alternativelessness of cooperation, or coordination, for the self- 
preservation of each individual consists the truth of the Scholastic idea 
of man as animal sociale, and not in some inner urge to gather in 
society (TP 2/15). 

Hence that definition of the state follows which, qua genetic defi- 
nition, provides the cause of the term defined: “this right, which is 
defined through the power of the multitude, is usually called the power 
of the state (imperium)” (TP 2/17). 

While the power of action (potentia) is always bound to the indi- 
vidual, the power of direction (potestas), the ability to move others to 
observe prescriptions for action, is connected to a social relation. And 
so it is clear that the power of the state (imperium) or sovereignty 
(summa potestas) can only consist in, and can only persist as long as, 
its wielder’s ability to influence the way in which individuals exercise 
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their power of action. This led Hugo Preuß to summarize this “wis- 
dom of Spinoza” both rightly and lapidarily: “That he finds obedience, 
this is what makes a ruler.”! 

So if (1) the power of the multitude as an allied power of action 
constitutes the state and its right and (2) lasting unity is only possible 
to the extent that the political and legal action of the rulers promotes 
the common, long-term utility of all, which (3) again is only the case 
if the multitude has rights/laws (iura), “that are passed in accord with 
the prescripts of reason” (TP 2/21), which does not necessarily mean: 
from reason, then (4) it follows further that “that community is most 
powerful and stands to the greatest extent under its own right, which 
is founded upon reason” (TP 3/7). 

The forms of government, democracy, aristocracy and monarchy 
are distinguished, in this specific order, according to the number, 
more precisely: the mode of recruiting (see 3.5.2 c) the wielders of state 
authority, for the genetic definition of the state already contains the 
criterium for the degree to which state power, and hence common 
right, can be accumulated! 


c) Spinoza did not expound systematically on how smaller or larger 
cooperative groups can be formed according to the laws of human 
affectivity.'* The sporadic hints (e.g. TP 3/9, 6/1) indicate, however, 
that it is the fear of harm and the hope of goods that motivate humans 
to cooperation. The occasion for fear can just as well be natural powers 
as other men, the occasion for hope, the prospect of achieving some- 
thing together that transcends the powers of the individual. Addition- 
ally, it is by the power of the mechanism of affect imitation, that pity 
over seeing one like oneself suffer can motivate the individual to help 
him, and that one desires to see everyone live according to one’s own 
mind. This specific expression of striving for recognition expresses i.a. 
in the attempt—if it be successful, an attempt that yields a political 
leader—to produce, in such a situation, through “exploitation” of the 
common state of emotions, instructions for the actions of the group 


17 “Daß er Gehorsam findet, das macht den Herrscher aus”, Preuß (1921: 16 and 
repeatedly). 
18 Such a systematic development is formulated by Matheron (1992). 
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in the process of its formation, introducing rules and institutions, or if 
these have formed spontaneously, to formulate or interpret them." 
Therefore, with regard to the condition humaine, Spinoza can also 
state that “a multitude agrees not by the guidance of reason, but natu- 
rally due to some common affect, and wants to be guided as if by one 
mind” (TP 6/1, cf. 2/15). Of course, this willingness continues only so 
long as the reason for fear or hope continues, and as “everyone would 
rather rule than obey” (TP 7/5), such institutions are ever in danger. 


3.3 The Right and Limits of Sovereignty (TP 3-4) 
a) If 


the right of the state or of the sovereign (summarum potestatum) is 
nothing other than the right of nature, determined through the power, 
now no longer the power of each individual, but the power of a multi- 
tude guided as if by one mind (una veluti mente) (TP 3/2) 


then “every citizen”—i.e. all men, insofar as they “enjoy all the advan- 
tages of the community”— “or subject”—i.e. the same men, insofar as 
they “are held to obey its institutions or laws” (TP 3/1)—has all the less 
right, the more the community’s power exceeds each one’s own. So, 
the opposite of the increase of power through cooperation is that 


where men have their rights in common..., each of them [has] less right, 
the more he is exceeded in power by the others collectively. That is to say 
that in reality he has no right over nature, except that which is granted 
him by the common right. For the rest, he is held to carry everything out 
that is laid upon him by common consensus (TP 2/16). 


That right which is granted the individual by the power of the com- 
mon right, is the ius civile privatum. 


By the civil [= state—M.W.] private law we can understand nothing 
other than the freedom of the individual to preserve himself in his pres- 
ent condition, a freedom determined by the decisions of the highest 
power and protected by its authority alone 


as it says clearly already in TTP: 532—although it must not be disre- 
garded that Spinoza will later, in the TP, replace the static concept of 


On the figure of the “political entrepreneur” and his role in the formation of 
institutions cf. Den Uyl (1983). 
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the present condition (in suo statu) with the dynamic concept of being 
(in suo esse). 

Thus Spinoza laid the basis at once, in his theory of power (!), for his 
thesis of the superiority of democracy (see hereafter 3.5.2 c): the indi- 
vidual citizens will (be able to) have all the more rights, i.e. liberties as 
well, the greater the common power of action is, i.e. the more ration- 
ally a state is instituted, for the more common power is available to the 
possessors of state authority, the more effectively they can protect the 
subjective rights granted the individual; yet the more comprehensive 
these subjective rights protected by the state are, the greater will be 
the citizens’ willingness to accept, and even agree to, corresponding 
laws—a circle of positive reinforcement! 

The right of sovereignty—Spinoza mentions that its conventional 
content, which has been part of the doctrine ever since Bodin, legis- 
lation, interpretation of laws, authority in the resolution of dis- 
putes and penal matters, and the right to decide over war and peace 
(TP 4/1-2)—“is possessed entirely by whosoever...has charge of the 
state’s affairs through common consensus” (TP 2/17). Now “the will 
of the community [is to be regarded] as the will of all” (TP 3/5), so 
that no one is any longer the judge of his own cause, as was the case 
in the state of nature (TP 3/3&4). Political action “according to one’s 
own judgement and without the knowledge of the supreme council” is 
“a usurpation of state power” (TP 4/3). Hence, one can “by no means 
say...that a community is bound to laws, or that it can break them”, 
insofar as these expressions are understood “in their genuine sense”, 
i.e. in the sense of rules and laws positively set down (TP 4/5). Even 
if the—scil.: free (see footnote 29)—“multitude” through a contract 
of institution or corresponding laws (in the sense of the contract of 
domination) “transfers its right to one council or to one man”, they 
must “be broken as soon as the general welfare requires this”; and the 
decision on whether such a case exists is also only to be made by who 
wields state authority. Nor does any private person have the power or 
privilege to protect this contract, or these laws, so that they “do not 
oblige the wielder of state power” (TP 4/6). 


b) Spinoza has only just deduced the absoluteness of sovereignty, 
with a radicality reminiscent of Hobbes, from the ‘logic’ of collective 
increase of power through cooperation and coordination, when he 
continues on to demonstrate the factical limitation of this sovereignty 
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with equal radicality:”° If “law” and “offence” are not only to cover 
state right, but refer both to “the universal rules common to all natural 
things and especially to the universal rules of reason”, i.e. the laws of 
thought (TP 4/4), which place limits upon the power and thus also 
the right of the community (TP 3/6), then “the community” is quite 
“pound to laws (legibus adstrictam)” (TP 4/5). 

- If the power of the community is (1) that of the multitude, “which 
is led as if by one mind”,” and (2) “this union of minds could in no 
way be conceived unless the chief aim of the community intends to 
the highest degree what healthy reason teaches to be useful for all” 
(TP 3/7), then (3) the wielders of state power weaken themselves when 
they act against the common utility. 

- Whereto men can be motivated neither through fear of threats 
nor through love for peace and security, which civilization provides, is 
unachievable by the prescriptions of state authority. So no one can e.g. 
surrender up his own judgement and believe or do something, even if 
it were prescribed, that contradicts this judgement (theoretically e.g. 
“that the whole is not greater than its parts”, and practically, “to love 
one whom he hates, or to hate one whom he loves”). In general: what 
“so opposes human nature that it counts as worse than all bad” (e.g. 
self-accusation, self-punishment, not fleeing death, etc.), lies not in the 
state’s power of direction, in any case not, “as regards most citizens” 
(TP 3/8).” 

- Nor “do matters which arouse general indignation (indignatio)” 
belong to the state’s jurisdiction. So the wielders of sovereignty gamble 
away their dignity, and with it the respect and obedience of the citizens 
when “they openly violate or hold in contempt these laws they had 


20 Spinoza explains in detail in his recommendations on institutional reform of the 
different forms of government that the absoluteness of state power, i.e. the accumula- 
tion of the greatest possible common power of action, is not at all achievable through 
personal dominance according to the model of the absolute rulership of the Hobbe- 
sian monarch, which rather leads to slavery, but comes about precisely through the 
greatest possible participation, and thus inclusion of the citizens. (see 3.5.2). 

21 The “as if (veluti)” refers in the first place to the fact that every individual mind is 
closed in itself, in the second place to the fact that even in the case of a factical differ- 
ence of intentions each individual sees himself confronted with the superior power of 
all others and through the anticipation of their expectations conforms to these. Thus 
the coordination of action of the many factually produces itself in the form of a self- 
institutionalizing fiction, see Ueno (1991). 

» This factum of non-betrayal of each one’s own individual judgement is also the 
foundation for Spinoza’s justification of freedom of speech (see 3.5.3). 
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enacted themselves”—even if this be no punishable offence under the 
state right—or when they murder and plunder. Spinoza here names 
the typical phenomena of the exercise of tyrannical rule that justify 
the right to resist according to traditional interpretation. If someone 
sees others suffer under such an inhumane treatment at the hands of 
the rulers, then by affect imitation, pity for the sufferer arises, so that 
the respect of persons for the rulers is transformed from “fear into 
indignation and rebellion” (TP 4/4),” and all spontaneously “band 
together” to avenge the suffering endured by all. 

So there are “certain circumstances...whose absence entails the 
annulment of that fear and respect [vis-a-vis the community] and at 
once dissolves the community” (TP 4/4). There can admittedly be no 
state right that legitimizes the citizens’ rebellion against the wielders 
of state authority,” but as the regularities of human affectivity cannot 
be undermined by the state legislature, and consequently, the natural 
right is never repealed, but only institutionally channelled in the forms 
of its exercise, a state authority that opposes these regularities weak- 
ens itself, loses its right and dissolves itself inasmuch as it does so.” 
One can say in the same sense in which physicians speak of someone 
transgressing against nature, “that a community transgresses when it 
does something contrary to the dictates of reason” (TP 4/4). In this 
and only this sense is every state bound to the (natural) laws of its 
own stability.” 


* The Latin term ‘indignatio’ has a double meaning in German, a moral and a 
political one, and Spinoza provides the explanation for how and why the one leads 
over into the other. 

4 Cf. the quote from TP 4/3 in the last paragraph from 3.3 a) and TP 3/3. 

23 So from the circularity of all power constellations, i.e. from the fact that the cir- 
culation of power between the rulers and their subjects can never be stopped, because 
always more power circulates in the society than can be institutionally channelled, 
Spinoza draws his conclusions for a doctrine of sovereignty that resolves the paradox 
of Hobbes’ authority doctrine. Cf. on this Heerich (2000). On the circularity of all 
natural processes according to Spinoza, of which his political philosophy is one case, 
cf. Walther/Czelinski (2006, Document 99). 

2% It is easy to see that constitutions in the modern sense are nothing other than the 
positive legal fixation of the conditions for a state’s reproduction (i.e. stability), which, 
however, as Spinoza would put it, if they are injured by the wielders of state power, 
can only be protected “by the right of war” (TP 4/6). Spinoza’s recommendations for 
the stabilization of the different state forms (see 3.5.2) are constitutional drafts in this 
very sense. 
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3.4 The Right of International Relations (TP 3/11-17) 


That men develop relatively stable forms and rules for peaceful cohabit- 
ation is reasonable in that for the individual there is no alternative to 
entering into and institutionalizing social relations. With the relations 
of two states to each other the case is entirely different: according to 
the “right of nature...two states relate to each other as two men in 
the state of nature” (TP 3/11): they are natural enemies. Inasmuch as 
“a community can” preserve its existence by its own power and “pro- 
tect itself from oppression by another”, it stands “under its own right” 
(TP 3/12) with the consequence that an “alliance” into which it enters 
“lasts as long as the occasion for entering into it: fear of injury or the 
hope of gain, persists” (TP 3/14). All international agreements made 
for the future are subject to the clausula rebus sic stantibus, the condi- 
tion that the circumstances do not so change that greater advantages 
than disadvantages were to be expected from breaking the agreement. 
As for each state “its own welfare is the chief law (sui imperii salus 
summa lex)” (TP 3/14), the wielders of state power must break agree- 
ments made in the interest of their state if this should be of more use 
than damage. Under this condition there can be no real international 
law. It is for this reason that Spinoza has the reputation of a “denier 
of international law” (Gustaf Adolf Walz). 

At the same time, though, Spinoza names the conditions for a stable 
international legal order: “Ihe more communities seal a peace treaty 
together, the less is each individual to be feared by the others, and 
the less power it has to wage war upon the others.” If a state enters 
into a contract with a great number of other states for the sake of 
furthering its own interests, it will be more dependent of its con- 
tract partners, “[and stand] less under its own right, and be therefore 
more held to bow to the common will of the allies” (TP 3/16). To the 
degree that the states are no longer autonomous in the sense described, 
the same process of constitution takes place in international relations 
that Spinoza demonstrated for the relations between individuals. It is 
easy to recognize the conditions under which the League of Nations 
and the UN were constituted. And it also follows that there can only 
be a constant and lasting international law when the mutual depen- 
dence of states in the furthering of their own utility and the avoid- 
ance of harm is so great, and hence that no individual state has so 
much power that it could decide using its own discretion whether to 
obey or break the rules of international conduct without harming itself 
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considerably—which yields considerable prospects for the process of 
globalisation!” 


3.5 Stabilisation through Democratisation of the State Constitution 
(TP 5-11, TTP 16) 


3.5.1 Theory of the “Best State” (TP 5) 

Even if state building is a natural and necessary occurrence, it does not 
necessarily follow “that everything that is done by right is also done 
in the best possible way”, and this is true also for the way in which 
sovereignty is exercised. So it behooves us, “to deal with whatsoever a 
state’s”—i.e. for each of the three forms of government— "best possible 
constitution” is (TP 5/1). Now it has already been demonstrated that 
the more rationally a state has been constituted, i.e. the more it creates 
through its legal and political institutions the conditions for each to 
be able to pursue and further his own interest only to the extent that 
he also furthers others’ interests, ie. the common welfare, the less will 
“conflict and rebellion...erupt” (TP 6/1). 


It is [however—M.W.] insufficient to have shown what ought to be done; 
in the first instance, one must rather show how it can be brought about 
that men, be they guided by affectivity or reason, should have guaran- 
teed and unalterable rights [Bartuschat translates: juridical laws], 


for reason alone is unable “to provide public freedom” (TP 7/2). How 
such a crisis, which is always fraught with dangers for the individual, 
can be avoided is explained by the genetic definition of a state: For the 
greater the citizens’ agreement to the respective constitution is,” the 
more power the state has, and the more it stands under its own right. 


” On Spinoza’s doctrine of international law and its—surprising—convergence 
with that of Kant, cf. Cheneval (2001). 

8 Of course, even in such a case the dissolution of the community will not occur, 
but because all are dependent on a political and legal order, thence can only follow 
“that they [scil. the citizens—M.W.] transform it, namely, if their disputes cannot be 
settled while still preserving the structure of the community” (TP 6/1)—probably the 
most lapidary formulation of a revolution and, at the same time, a commentary on 
the recent history of the Netherlands. 

2 Spinoza speaks here of a “free multitude”, i.e. of one that “is guided more by hope 
than by fear”—in contrast to a “population” subdued under the law of war, for whom 
fear is the guiding affect—, even if he adds, likely alluding to Hobbes’ “commonwealth 
by acquisition”, that “no essential difference exists between a state created by a free 
multitude and one acquired by right of war” in “regard to their right in general”, even 
if the end and means of both regimes’ self-preservation are quite different (TP 5/6). 
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Hence, the conditions must be created for the realization of the state’s 
end to the greatest possible extent, which follows from the ‘logic of 
the state’s constitution’ and is “nothing other than the freedom and 
security of life” (TP 5/2). So in chapters 6-10 Spinoza develops an 
institutional design for monarchy and aristocracy which motivates 
“both rulers and ruled...all, either spontaneously or constrained by 
force or necessity”, to live according to reason. So there must not 
be anything entrusted “absolutely to the good faith of any man”, so 
that it is in everyone’s own interest, even that of the wielders of state 
power, to obey the laws (TP 6/3). When Spinoza explains that com- 
plete overhauls of the accustomed constitutional structure are always 
accompanied by dangers, and therefore also drafts appropriate consti- 
tutional plans for monarchy and aristocracy, this must be the reason 
that, although it was not widely explored his political theory retained 
a place in the received history of the conservative theory of the state. 
The exploration into Spinoza’s theory began after the French revolu- 
tion, first with Burke and continued, i.a., up until the time of Carl 
Schmitt. 


3.5.2 Constitution Drafts for the Three Forms of Government 

a) In a formally absolute monarchy the monarch is dependent on 
counsellors, so that in fact an aristocracy exists, albeit a concealed 
one, and thus the worst (TP 6/5); and the wielder of state power must 
always fear the citizens more than exterior enemies, and must there- 
fore take greater care of his safety from them than of “their interests” 
(TP 6/6)—instead of both interests converging, through which alone 
his rule would be rendered stable (TP 6/8). 

Ihe most important institutions that stabilize a monarchy are: 


- A very large council, consisting of members chosen by the king from 
a pool of candidates nominated by clans as politically informed with 
only brief terms for individual members and regular sessions, whose 
chief tasks should be to defend the constitution and to advise the 
king and through which all taxes from the population go, before 
which also all “state servants have to justify their administration of 


3 The part of the TP dedicated to democracy did not progress beyond a few para- 
graphs of the 11th chapter, due to Spinoza’s demise; for this reason, except for a few 
sporadic remarks in the preceding chapters, mostly the 16th chapter of the TTP is 
referred to with respect to this form of government. 
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the state” and whose suggestions (these being voted upon first by the 
council) must be presented to the king, first that with the most votes, 
and then the rest in descending order (TP 6/15-29); 

- A second council in charge of administering justice, consisting of 
legally competent members of different clans with brief terms of 
service, yet whose judgements are “controlled for conformity with 
the law by the constant committee of the great council” and can be 
repealed if found wanting (TP 6/26-30). 


Thus all “clans” (TP 7/11) are included through the prospect of partici- 
pation in these offices on the one hand, and on the other prevented from 
self-interested actions through brief terms; there is also always a great 
number of politically and legally well informed citizens with an inter- 
est in defending “public freedom”, “for everyone upholds... anothers 
cause only so far as he believes his own position to be strengthened 
thereby” (TP 7/8; here with reference to property). 

The king, on the other hand, is in the first place, constantly informed 
on the general problems of the populace, and in the second place 
bound in his decisions to alternatives presented to him after thorough 
discussion and voting. In this way, “the multitude can preserve quite a 
broadly conceived freedom under a king”, insofar as “the power of the 
king is determined only by the multitude’s power” (TP 7/31) and at 
the same time the king need not fear riots or assassination attempts. 

Put briefly: in a monarchist state thus constituted “everything 
occurs admittedly according to the king’s decree, i.e. all law is the 
king’s declared will, but not everything willed by the king is right” 
(TP 7/1)—a concise definition of the constitutional monarchy. 


b) Similarly Spinoza drafts for the aristocratic form, which comple- 
ments itself in each case through cooptation, a complicated system of 
mutual checks and balances among the institutions, including a sort 
of constitutional court, a system so constructed that personal inter- 
ests and supporting the common welfare coincide as much as possible 
(TP 8-10). 


c) A democracy exists in all cases in which a law alone determines who 
weilds state power, e.g. “merely persons from a certain age limit on, or 
only the first born...or those who pay a certain sum to the republic”. 
Hence, in certain cases they can be fewer than in an aristocracy. He 
answers the objection that in such a case it would not be the ‘best’ 
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who rule, as the name, “aristocracy” suggests, but rather those who 
happen to meet certain legal criteria, who were “determined to rule”, 
replying that: 
were it that the patricians chose [i.e. coopted] their colleagues free 
from any affect whatsoever and guided alone by considerations of the 


public welfare, then no other state might be considered equal to the 
aristocratic.*! 


Of democracy in its ‘absolute’ manifestation, in which all descendents 
of citizens (i.e. according to the so-called ius sanguinis) or those born 
in the country (i.e. according to the so-called ius soli) or those inhabit- 
ants who have served the state “can lawfully demand for themselves the 
right to vote in the supreme council and to undertake offices of state” 
(TP 11/1)—of democracy, then, Spinoza can say that “as it seems to 
me, it is the most natural, and approaching most closely that freedom 
which nature grants to every man” (TTP: 531). The reason is that in 
it the dependency of the individual upon the state, which is given in 
statehood per se, is reduced to a minimum. For democracy is that form 
of government in which the exchange of feedback, which occurs de 
facto under every form of government, between the rules set down by 
the sovereigns, the rules binding on the society at large, incl. the power 
of execution on the one side, and each citizen’s life plans and prefer- 
ences on the other side is at least partially legally and institutionally 
guaranteed—and hence channelled. There “nobody transfers his right 
to another in such a way that thereafter he is no longer consulted; he 
rather transfers it up to the majority of the society as a whole, of which 
he himself is part” (TTP: 531), and this participation increases the 
willingness to obey. Democracies, or “people states” (imperia popu- 
laria, TP 7/4) can thus, at least in the long term, unfold the greatest 
common power of action; and the “advantage of the democratic state” 
consists, in contrast to the monarchy, “in that its virtue is more mani- 
fest in peace than in war” (TP 7/5). 


3.5.3 Freedom of Speech as a State Stabilizing Institution 
As the formation of each individual’s opinion can be eliminated nei- 
ther in speculative nor in practical questions, and since everyone is 


>! That Spinoza qualifies this condition as counterfactual (TP 11/2), is ignored by 
those interpreters who assert his abandonment of his option of democracy after the 
assassination of the regents in 1672. 
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determined by the urge to convince others of his own opinion, laws 
which prohibit the expression of one’s own opinion, as Spinoza 
explains in the 20th chapter of the TTP, remain to a great extent inef- 
fective, so that the state’s executive power (potestas) weakens itself. 
And even worse: weak men are thereby systematically forced into 
hypocrisy, and this hypocrisy is legally supported, so that the neces- 
sary trust in their dealings with each other is destroyed; the few sincere 
souls, who are incapable of hypocrisy and who are thus a buttress of 
every liberal legal and state order, are punished and made martyrs 
of free thought. The undermining of public criticism also lessens the 
government’s possibilities to react. The drawbacks which result from 
free speech must simply be tolerated, for any attempt to suppress them 
only causes greater harm, leads to splitting, and forces a regime to 
violence. Spinoza can thus draw the conclusion that the state allow- 
ing freedom to express one’s opinion does not weaken, but rather 
strengthens, the integration of society, though the limit can be crossed 
by those expressions which are also actions.” Only in this way will 
everyone’s “natural right to exist and to act without harm to himself 
or to others” be maintained, and thus also the state’s end be realised 
to the greatest possible extent. For it 


is not the end (finis) of the state to make humans from rational beings 
to animals or automata, but rather to enable their minds and bodies to 
develop their faculties unendangered....The end of the state is in truth 
freedom (TTP: 567). 


4. SUMMARY 


From a—purely analytically designed—description of the state of 
nature, Spinoza deduces that there is no alternative to the cooperation 
of individuals, who therefore ‘always already’ live in a society , and so 
the figure of the social contract is dispensable. The figure of the social 
contract is still used in TTP 16, but in the following chapter strongly 
relativized with the remark that it will nevertheless “to a great extent 
remain pure theory”, i.e. not stand up to the test of reality (TTP: 536). 
His theory of the natural genesis of law and state, which brings this 
genesis and constitutional logic ‘to the point’, offers a solid basis for a 


32 Madanes (1994). 
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reform strategy that leads to such a connection of the interests of the 
rulers and subjects through democratising, i.e. participation enabling 
and strengthening political institutions, that they converge for the most 
part in their result—if not in their intention—so that peace, security 
and liberty of the latter and the interest of the former in stabilising 
their rule condition and fortifying one another, and thus, as it says 
programmatically in the title of the TP, “the peace and freedom of 
the citizens remain inviolate”. Both are necessary, in any case, favour- 
able preconditions, not only for men to ‘work their way up’ to a self- 
determined way of life, but also that as many others as possible can 
lead a life worthy of the predicate ‘human’. This is the twofold ethical 
relevance of politics according to Spinoza, which therefore must not 
be neglected in the argumentation of the Ethica. 

With regard to the history of theory Spinoza’s political philosophy 
is that form of early modern republicanism which results from trans- 
ferring the so-called “civic humanism” (Hans Baron) of the 15th cen- 
tury through that realism—and this from a purely empirical knowledge 
into the form of scientific theory—, which was first developed by 
Machiavelli.” 


3 Cf. Spinoza’s remarks on Machiavelli, who “is well known as an advocate of free- 
dom” and whose Principe Spinoza reads as a warning of the consequences that result 
when “a free multitude entrusts a single man absolutely with its welfare” (TP 5/7). 


THE THEORY OF THE GOOD IN PART 4 OF THE ETHICS' 


Wolfgang Bartuschat 


1. THE GOOD AND HUMAN STRIVING 


In the work that Spinoza calls The Ethics, ethics in the narrower sense 
is treated in Parts 3 to 5. It has its foundations in the previous parts, 
the ontology of the first part and the epistemology of the second part. 
The concept of the good, the heart of an ethics, is treated in the middle 
of the parts dedicated to ethics in the narrower sense, in Part 4. The 
first definition of this part is that of what is meant by “good”. The 
introduction of this term in a prominent passage signals the term’s 
central significance for the fourth part. This part is about human bond- 
age, so that the theory of the good developed in it is a moment of the 
description of human non-freedom. The fifth part, then, which treats 
human freedom, no longer mentions the good, apparently because the 
good is not a concept that characterizes a thing itself, but a concept 
that we form for our own orientation, due to a comparison of things 
with each other (cf. 4praef). It is an ens rationis without ontological 
validity. Freedom, though, is an ontological determination, by which 
the nature of a thing is itself described (cf. 1d7); human freedom must 
therefore be in harmony with what is, and must not be the result of 
merely subjective modes of thinking (modi cogitandi), among which 
Spinoza numbers the concept of the good. 

But even the third part contains no theory of the good, insofar as 
there the good is simply identified with that for which one strives. This 
identification is the result of the theory of striving (conatus) as the 
essential feature of an individual thing formulated in this part (3p7). 
The anti-teleological concept of human striving precludes any orien- 
tation of man’s striving toward some good that preceded his striving. 
The striving of an individuum is, according to its nature, directed at 
itself, namely at the preservation of one’s own being (“in suo esse per- 
severare”, 3p6). What one strives for is thus fundamentally in service 


1 Revised and in part modified version of an article that appeared in Dominguez 
(1992: 331-339). 
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of one’s own self-preservation, and is by virtue of this a good for the 
one who strives, in the sense of something useful for his own self- 
preservation. The one who strives considers the desired good only 
because he desires it (3p9s). Yet striving for self-preservation alone is 
not sufficient for the real preservation of the one who strives, a fact 
that Spinoza demonstrates at length in Part 3. The object of desire is 
hence only what the desirer believes to be good (“aliquid bonum esse 
judicare”, 3p9s). As only believed to be good, it is not truly a good, for 
that which an individuum desires as a good often does not lead to his 
preservation, but in many cases, to his ruin. It is only good from the 
perspective of the one who desires, who disposes of a consciousness 
that accompanies the desire. That consciousness approves of what the 
desirer in fact does, but does not know about the conditions that truly 
lead to the self-preservation of the individual. If the object of desire 
does not lead to self-preservation then it is only apparently a good, 
and not truly a good. Only in the fourth part does Spinoza explain 
in detail what the true good is, in explicit contrast to what is merely 
believed to be a good. 

Therefore the definition of the good in this part (4d1) diverges from 
the identification of the good with the object of desire put forth in 
the third part. Only thus can a theory of the good be developed that 
contains more than giving an additional name to what everyone does 
anyway. The definition reads: “By good I shall understand what we 
certainly know to be useful to us.” (4d1) According to this, the theory 
of the good stands under the condition of a certain knowledge that we 
ourselves have (certo scimus). The good is not that of which we have 
an opinion, but something about which we know. It is not something 
that is apparently useful, but that is truly useful to us. Accordingly, 
that is not good which we desire for the sake of our self-preservation, 
but that which proves sufficient to its achievement, that which contrib- 
utes to the real preservation of our being. Only what we know with 
certainty to be something good, is also something irrefutably good 
(cf. 4p27). 

If the object of desire leads to a destruction or even only a lessening 
of one’s own being, it is in truth bad, although it is desired; even if it 
is good from the perspective of the desiring subject. The theory of the 
true good developed in the fourth part therefore departs from the per- 
spective of the desirer. It is developed rather from a different perspec- 
tive, that of the theoretician who knows the conditions under which 
what everyone desires is also achieved. Thus it is possible to compare 
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different forms of desire with one another and to judge them as good 
or bad, depending upon whether they achieve the self-preservation 
striven for (in which case they are good), or fall short of it (in which 
case they are bad). In this judgment the good becomes something 
that transcends the factual desiring. But everything transcendental is 
for Spinoza an ens rationis, which passes over reality; in particular 
it opposes the structure of the conatus, which constitutes the actual 
essence (“actualis essentia”, 3p7) of an individual thing. 

Through this, Spinoza’s theory of the good signals a peculiar ten- 
sion within his theoretical program of a foundation of ethics. First, 
when Spinoza gives a theory of the good bound to certain knowledge 
in the fourth part, then its object, the good, cannot be the fiction of a 
pure figment of thought that forms the reality with merely subjective 
orientation aids. For adequate knowledge, according to a fundamental 
theorem of Spinoza, can only be had of something real, of things as 
they are in themselves (“ut in se sunt”, 2p44dem). Therefore the good, 
insofar as it is the object of adequate knowledge, must also be some- 
thing real. It retains indeed the relation to the conatus perseverandi 
with the connection to the useful (utile) in the fourth part as well. 
The good is the useful, because it is that which aids self-preservation, 
and self-preservation is a goal immanent in the conatus. Yet there are, 
in man in any case, forms of desire that do not aid self-preservation, 
those which are grounded in the structure of desire itself. The imma- 
nence of self-referentiality that characterizes it, namely, is endangered 
by something exterior, not accidentally, but essentially. 

For striving, taken as an inner determination of a thing, pre- 
requires something external, against which a thing strives to preserve 
itself. Therefore, Spinoza places the indication of this external threat 
(3p4&5) before the theory of the conatus (3pé6ff.), and hence begins 
to draw conclusions at the beginning of the fourth part: the human 
conatus is of limited power. The perseverance within one’s own exis- 
tence, that toward which each thing strives, is not defined by the power 
with which someone endeavours to persevere therein, but through 
the power of an external cause in comparison to the power of each 
individual (“in existendo perseverantia...comparata”, 4p5). The fail- 
ing forms of the conatus are precisely those in which man’s power 
is overcome by external influences. This only occurs when man, in 
spite of his limited abilities, fails to adequately recognise that relation 
between himself and the exterior, ie. when he inadequately knows and 
strives for something which he does not know whether or how it will 
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in fact be to his advantage. Hence the reference to certain knowledge 
included in the definition of the good; it is buttressed by the insight 
that, in the perspective of one who knows inadequately, i.e. according 
to the self-understanding of one who knows in this way, no adequate 
theory of the good can be given. On the other hand, the perspective 
of adequate knowledge to be assumed must not neglect the structure 
of the conatus, because this perspective would not then relate to the 
actual essence of an individuum, which is its conatus, and consequently 
could not fulfil the fundamental condition of adequate knowledge, i.e. 
to stand in a referential relation with the reality of things. Adequate 
knowledge cannot have as its object a good that is separable from 
human striving, much less one that could be a preceding goal, toward 
which it had to strive. 

Spinoza will solve the problem that arises here; that striving, ade- 
quate knowledge and the good are to be thought as belonging together 
by determining adequate knowledge itself as good, being no suitable 
means to achieve anything other than knowledge. The theory of the 
good then leads to the indication that the best knowledge is of that 
which is the condition of all adequate knowledge: “Knowledge of God 
is the mind’s greatest good;” (4p28), and an individual good is all that 
which really serves insight (“quod ad intelligendum revera conducit”, 
4p27), an insight that finds its fulfilment in the knowledge of God. In 
that respect wherein the good is not transcendent of the conatus, but 
immanent in one of its forms, namely in that form which is so led by 
reason (ratio) so that it springs from good alone. It is in that form 
which we strive for insight and nothing else (4p26). The good in this 
sense, then, is only transcendent of those forms of the conatus which 
are rooted in the imaginatio as the ground of inadequate knowledge. 

The reference to these very forms, however, gives the theory of the 
good developed in Part 4 its significance. For, in this part, Spinoza 
treats the powers of the affects (“de affectuum viribus”), with respect 
to which the possibilities are considered that man has over and against 
being overcome by affects. The theory demonstrates what is good for 
individual self-preservation vis-a-vis the fact that the self-preservation 
striven for may not necessarily succeed, not least of all due to the alien 
determination of man by affects that make him suffer (passiones). It 
is a theory with respect to inadequate knowledge, and thus a theory 
of the good that develops an ideal (cf. 4praef) against that which it 
opposes. Oriented toward such an ideal, reason, as the principle of 
the good, formulates dictates (“dictamina rationis”, 4p18s), which 
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vis-a-vis irrational striving is a norm that transcends this striving. 
Reason, whose knowledge is in harmony with being, naturally cannot 
demand anything contrary to being (“cum ratio nihil contra naturam 
postulet”, 4p18s). But it demands something against a human self- 
understanding of which Spinoza must assert that it does not agree 
with being, because in it man does not realise that towards which he 
is directed by nature, the preservation of his own being. He can only 
assert this from a perspective that is not the perspective of those to 
whom the demand is addressed, admittedly, while on the other hand, 
being caught in this perspective is an expression of the actual struc- 
ture of the human conatus, and not, for example, the result of merely 
subjective lack of discipline, or insufficient attention to a freedom of 
the will. Precisely therein lies the weakness of a reason that formulates 
mandates, because as long as mandates transcend striving, they will 
be unable to overcome it in its irrational form. Furthermore, this also 
implies that one who understands that which his reason formulates 
to be an exterior idea according to which he is to adjust his irrational 
desire remains through such an understanding caught in this form of 
desire. This is the very reason why the theory of the good is treated in 
the part of the Ethics which deals with human bondage. 


2. THE GOOD AND THE DEMANDS OF REASON 


It is there that this theory has its proper place. For if man had only 
adequate ideas, he would have no concept of the good (4p68), this 
concept having its meaning only in relation to that of the bad. We only 
form the concept of the bad, however, because we have the experience 
of sadness (i.e. the experience of a restriction of our potentia agendi as 
it manifests itself in our conatus) in our striving for self-preservation. 
To experience this is inevitable, because man is necessarily a part of 
nature (4p2&4) and therefore effects not only such things as follow 
from his nature alone. He knows himself to be dependent upon exte- 
rior things that restrict him and against which he seeks to preserve 
himself. In the development of his own striving, though, if he is only 
led by his appetite, he comes only yet more into the dependency of 
opaque exterior contexts that restrict his self-development and cause 
him necessarily to experience sadness. He will naturally seek to escape 
such a dependence, even if in fact without much success. This state of 
affairs is first described in detail in the third part and then evaluated 
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in the fourth. This leads to the conclusion that all restriction of self- 
development is bad and opposing such restriction is good, even if it 
only, in fact, overcomes such a restriction. And so, it is the concept of 
the bad that provokes that of the good. 

The concept of the bad, however, understood as an effect of irra- 
tional desire, already has rationality as a prerequisite. For it is only 
constituted on the basis of a distinction between that which an indi- 
viduum desires in his conatus, and that which this conatus is accord- 
ing to its own nature. Man is made capable of thus distinguishing by 
his ratio which does not know individual things, but a universal and 
herein an individual in its universal structure (2p38). Man can thus 
form the concept of the conatus and, in it, distinguish it from its indi- 
vidual manifestations. Sadness thus becomes a universal concept; it is 
not bad, because it is an affective process proceeding out of the cona- 
tus, but because in it a restriction of the activity is articulated through 
which the conatus as such is defined. It is bad only for a person who 
knows of the internal connection of striving and activity, and who 
judges the affective process of falling into sadness from out of it. The 
theoretician compares an individual expression of the conatus with 
its universal concept and determines this expression by way of such a 
comparison as bad, insofar as it is a lessening of the activity attributed 
to the conatus as such. 

Such a judgment, however, comes into conflict with reality. For 
any expression of striving is always that of a specifically determined 
conatus, never that of a conatus in general, and the individual conatus 
fulfils itself according to the nature proper to it (“quantum in se est”, 
3p6) in each of its expressions, which as such are justified precisely in 
this. Only the comparison from another standpoint leads to a value 
judgment of individual processes and leads to their description with 
the expression “bad.” From this standpoint, even individual processes 
can be compared with each other and be judged as more or less bad, 
depending on how close they come to the universal concept of conatus, 
relative to which they then can be called more or less good. According 
to this scheme, Spinoza has undertaken a catalogue of the affects as 
“good”, “partially good, partially bad”, and “bad through and through” 
in the second half of the fourth part (p41ff.), guiding himself by the 
cardinal affects of joy and sadness in their general sense, to increase i.e. 
diminish the potentia agendi of the individual. As forms of support and 
lessening they have something in common with respect to that which 
is supported and lessened, to the potentia agendi as common basis of 
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all expressions that can occur at all. This commonality as standard for 
calling occurrences good or bad does not pertain to the occurrences 
themselves, though. For joy and sadness are, as occurrences, some- 
thing in themselves, and therein comparable to each other only exter- 
nally. They are, as Spinoza put it in a letter to Blyenbergh (Ep. 23), not 
only different with respect to degree, but also to essence (“non solum 
gradibus, sed et essentia ab invicem differunt”, G 4: 149). 

Nevertheless, Spinoza assumes, of course, that this comparison 
which we undertake is not false, in spite of all its exteriority, because 
it is based on sure knowledge. But this knowledge is based not on 
what is compared, but in what regard it is compared. “Hate can never 
be good.” (4p45)—this is an apodictic statement, which stands above 
all mere opinion. Man can have no adequate knowledge of hatred, 
but he can have adequate knowledge that hatred is always bad. This 
knowledge is grounded in a knowledge about what human essence 
is, namely a power (potentia) that is, in the form of the conatus, 
an activity. Activity is the essential determining characteristic of 
man, because, and this stands in the background of all of Spinoza’s 
reflections, man (just as any other entity) is a modus of God, who is 
essentially power (1p34), so that man only brings the essence of God, 
power, to expression if he himself is essentially power and therein, as 
modified potentia Dei, essentially activity. Here the conatus of man is 
characterized, in contrast to that of other things, by the peculiarity of 
being accompanied by a consciousness (3p9), which Spinoza demon- 
strates forms the execution of the conatus in specific forms, and in this 
regard belongs to the articulation of the conatus itself. In the forms of 
inadequate knowledge, i.e. supported by the imaginatio (3p12ff.), the 
consequence of this is that the one who desires is unaware of his own 
essence, and that, consequently, he does not arrive at the intended 
goal of self-preservation, i.e. to the execution of an activity. De re this 
is a goal immanent in striving, but not at all according to the self- 
understanding of the subject in question, as long as his striving merely 
connects itself to the imaginatio. 

The theory of the good is based on the fact that in striving, a human’s 
being-in-itself and being-for-himself diverge. The theory makes clear 
that remaining in this dichotomy is bad for the individual, and can at 
the same time only define the good within this dichotomy, which it in 
this way cements. This is evident especially from the fact that the the- 
ory that defines the good through reason out of an abstract in-itself by 
which it comparatively measures the factical expressions of individual 
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striving is bound to a form of rationality that, insofar as it refers to 
something individual, appears as a demand. It takes the form of man- 
dates of reason (rationis dictamina), with whose idea (4p18s) Spinoza 
opens the discussion of what is good and what is bad about the affects. 
Reason demands something, namely “that everyone should strive to 
preserve his own being as far as he can” (4p18s). This is something that 
everyone does anyway, but it demands it with regard to something that 
he who naturally strives to preserve himself does not have in view. It is 
one’s own being (suum esse) about which one does not know already 
insofar as he only strives. He strives admittedly to preserve his own 
being, but ignorantly he succumbs to his exterior, from out of which 
he understands himself. Because in this understanding he does not, in 
fact, preserve himself, what he does is bad. Missing his own being, he 
also misses that, according to Spinoza’s fundamental thesis, which is 
virtue (virtus), i.e. the form of right action. 

Spinoza explains the structure of this immediately according to the 
figure of a demand of reason, but in such a way that he actually frees 
virtue from all mere demands. The demand of reason, ultimately the 
demand to behave virtuously, is based on the right thesis that virtue is 
admittedly bound to the human conatus, but does not coincide with 
its actual form of articulation. Striving for self-preservation is certainly 
the foundation of all virtue (4p22), but happiness (felicitas) is also 
bound together with virtue in the sense that a successful life does not 
consist in man’s striving to preserve himself, but in his capability to 
preserve his being (“quod homo suum esse conservare potest”, 4p 18s). 
Everything for which the individual strives is grounded in his power 
(potentia), because it comes from the conatus, which is the power 
of the individual (3p7). In this regard, virtue cannot be determined 
against this power. In defining virtue (4d8) Spinoza even identifies it 
with the power of man, but still with an essential restriction, namely 
that this is only true of man, “insofar as he has the ability’ (quate- 
nus potestatem habet) of bringing about certain things, which can be 
understood through the laws of his nature alone.” Subjective striving 
as an expression of individual power (potentia) and ability (potestas) 
as a subjective capability to utilise this power according to one’s own 
nature are not the same. This difference nourishes the value judgment 
about human striving in the fourth part, which transcends its mere 
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description, and to which the third part is dedicated. Striving, albeit 
justified as an expression of the individual conatus, can also be judged 
in terms of good and bad from a standpoint of reason that demands 
nothing against the conatus (which would be impossible), but which, 
in contrast to what an irrational does, examines the conatus for its true 
being, and thereby brings it into view as an activity. Hence the general 
distribution, that those forms which are bad lessen activity, i.e. which 
are bound to an inadequate knowledge, and those which are good sup- 
port activity. From this it also follows (and Spinoza develops this in 
the context of what it means to act absolutely from virtue, “ex virtute 
absolute agere”, 4p24) that that is best which is an expression of pure 
activity, ie. adequate knowledge itself (4p26-28). Admittedly, every 
thing acts, because it is potentia and potentia is the same as agere, but 
in the strict sense only he acts who has adequate ideas (3p1), because 
he is thus active from out of himself. 

Hence, virtue is that form of action in which the agent is no lon- 
ger oriented toward a goal alien to himself. Then it is only consistent 
that Spinoza no longer calls this form good. Adequate knowledge is 
only called good because another, the inadequate, is bad, with regard 
to which the other is called good. For this very reason the status of a 
demand of reason connected to this, a demand addressed to irrational- 
ity, is problematic in itself. For the demand connected to the theory 
of the good implies that the irrational desire should be aligned with 
reason in order that the self-preservation of the individual be achieved, 
while de re such a demand cannot determine the irrational desire, 
because it is placed from a perspective alien to the one upon whom it 
is placed. To him the demand is transcendent because it results from a 
comparison that does not conceive irrational desire as such. It is as it 
is, and thus not relative to reason. The desire is only irrational for the 
rational, who, when he compares, precisely fails to conceive the actu- 
ality of that desire. In this regard, his comparison has no determin- 
ing power. This certainly did not escape Spinoza, for he emphasizes 
explicitly the inefficacy of a merely judging reason. It is not reason, but 
another affect that can take away an existing affect (4p7). 

Nonetheless, even if the rational does not conceive the actuality of 
irrational desire, which cannot even be conceived adequately, it is still 
true that it can be conceived in an adequate way that this desire is 
bad, and bad for the one who desires. Even if the standpoint that he 
assumes is not that of the irrational, it must be conceded that he con- 
ceives something that is not exterior to the irrational one. This can 
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only be concluded, of course, if Spinoza asserts that reason is still at 
least a potential attribute of everyone, inasmuch as he is human, even 
of the irrational although he factically lacks reason when he acts irra- 
tionally. It cannot be overlooked that one of Spinoza’s main concerns 
in the fourth part is to demonstrate this. Reason is not the privilege of 
some, but a constitutive characteristic of man which characterizes him 
as a member of a species. The adequate knowledge of God, as Spinoza 
formulates in 4p36s with reference to 2p47, belongs to what makes up 
the essence of the human mind. In it humans have something in com- 
mon which is not the fictive universal of a mere concept, but that with- 
out which man in what he is, i.e. in his essence, could neither be nor be 
conceived (4p36s), as Spinoza says with emphasis. Therefore Spinoza 
announces in the foreword to the fourth part that the theory of the 
good is to be developed in the context of an idea of man in the sense 
of an “exemplar” of human nature. With respect to this, that is deter- 
mined to be good, or bad, of which we know with certainty that it is an 
aid, or a hindrance, respectively, in coming nearer and nearer to this 
paradigm (“ad exemplar humanae naturae... magis magisque acceda- 
mus”, 4praef). This paradigm, albeit a design that transcends facticity, 
has a validity independent of the extent of its factual realization. For 
it includes something all humans have in common, inasmuch as they 
are of the same nature (“quatenus ejusdem sunt naturae”, 4p36dem), 
so that what the virtuous one follows escapes a competitive struggle, 
being something which all can equally enjoy (“omnes aeque gaudere 
possunt”, 4p36). 

Under this aspect the theory of the good has its actual significance 
in the intersubjective sphere, which Spinoza therefore continues to 
discuss in the following proposition 4p37, foremost in the connection 
to the theorem of individual self-preservation. This approach to the 
paradigm of human nature is an indispensable prerequisite to suc- 
cessful self-preservation, because individual self-preservation needs a 
community of humans, without which it cannot succeed. The exterior, 
upon which man depends in his limitation, as Spinoza makes clear in 
the fourth part, consists primarily of other humans, with whom he 
communicates and whose affectivity poses a threat to him. Humans 
are useful to one another and are therefore good insofar as they agree 
with one another; and a condition for this is that community from 
which human being is defined and which merges into the thought of 
an idea of human nature. But exactly here appears the internal tension 
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between what is had in common and is known merely from a theo- 
retical perspective, and what is had in common and is realized from a 
practical perspective. An agreement of humans among themselves is 
not already realised if what they have in common is only buttressed 
by a mere idea of humanity, which it is, as long as it is not rooted in 
a real activity of the individuals themselves. From the perspective of 
individuals, it is then a mere possibility which, as long as it awaits 
realisation, remains in empty abstractness, leaving the actual action of 
individuals undetermined. To posit something abstract as common to 
humanity means to attribute something to human beings that they in 
fact lack, which in turn means that they in fact have nothing in com- 
mon, i.e. that they do not agree with one another (cf. 4p32s). What 
makes human beings harmonise is not that reason is a potential attri- 
bute of them, but that they also use it and are in fact led by it (4p35). 
But this very factuality escapes every form of demand that formulates 
what man does not yet have and must yet achieve. No one can sensibly 
demand of another to use his reason because its use is an act that each 
must practise from out of himself, for which that which is demanded 
is already presupposed. 


3. THE GOOD AND THE EXECUTION OF ADEQUATE KNOWLEDGE 


As a theory of an ideal of human nature, the theory of the good allows 
the judgment of human actions according to the extent of their suit- 
ability for what is intended in them, individual self-preservation. The 
theory that is given is not false insofar as it gives an adequate descrip- 
tion of what is the case, namely that the individual in certain manifes- 
tations of his striving for self-preservation does not preserve himself, 
but does indeed in others, and this in a scale of degrees of what is 
more or less favourable for this. In this regard, the bad would be only 
another name for what hinders or opposes self-preservation and the 
good for the opposite. Yet Spinoza claims more. He claims to describe 
the actual human behaviour under a perspective, that admittedly is 
alien to this behaviour, but not according to the possibility of human 
nature under which to regard himself the individual is hindered from 
his own irrationality. Under the assumption of such latency Spinoza’s 
theory is not merely descriptive. If the behaviour is justified through 
the facticity of the acting, and thus value-neutral, from the agent’s own 
perspective, then the other perspective, which calls this action bad 
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because it misses the good, has something in view that the one whose 
behaviour is being described does not have. In it a description of this 
behaviour would only be present if one could say of it that the other 
should have it in view, i.e. that ‘the ought’ belonged to his ‘being’. The 
theory of the good would in truth be normative under this condition; 
it contains a prescription with regard to which an orientation toward 
it is determined as good for the one who so orients himself. Yet in 
precisely such a normative demand the theory cannot be true, because 
it opposes a fundamental ontological fact, namely the structure of the 
individual conatus. The orientation toward prescriptions is admittedly 
reconcilable with this structure, inasmuch as inadequate knowledge 
is reconcilable with it, and therefore also so are all behaviour pat- 
terns that follow from it, including teleological ones. That man could 
achieve the goal immanent in him of individual self-preservation in 
the orientation toward prescriptions, though, is irreconcilable with 
this. For this goal is inseparable from a realization which is no more 
than the execution of each one’s own potentia understood as activity, 
which is only a true activity when it does not let itself be led by a goal 
exterior to it. 

This notwithstanding, the theory of the truly good, as corrective 
of each subjective view that the object of striving is already, as such, 
the good, has a validity; namely, that it binds the good, in the sense 
of what suffices to self-preservation, to a certain form in which the 
conatus articulates itself. Only striving led by reason reaches the goal 
immanent in itself; one otherwise led cannot. Since man is not then 
necessarily led by reason (for most men the opposite is the case), due 
to this state of affairs, the thesis that adequately describes this situa- 
tion must be: if his striving is led by reason, man reaches his goal. It 
cannot, however, be: in order that man reaches his goal, which he does 
not necessarily reach by merely acting, he ought to use reason. In the 
second formulation the statement receives a practical meaning that 
man, as Spinoza describes him, cannot fulfil: in the orientation toward 
an ideal in view of something he judges to be bad to have the power 
to overcome the bad. 

The theory that sees in the combination of reason and striving a 
preference vis-a-vis all irrational desire, and thus demonstrates what 
is the truly good from the opposite of bad, therefore obtains a practi- 
cal relevance only if it is not understood as a theory of the good in 
opposition to the bad. Thus, as good and bad are necessarily correlates, 
the theory only has practical relevance if it is not at all a theory of the 
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good. This is then the case when it becomes a theory that develops 
from how what initially appears to be a demand is realised by the 
individual himself, and thus is no longer a demand. In the fourth part 
(4p26ff.), Spinoza has already described what virtue is and emphasises 
that for the virtuous the good is not what frees him from the bad, 
but this alone is what serves human insight (intelligere). This thought 
is taken up and further developed in the fifth part, in which Spinoza 
shows what it means that man conceives his conatus as a pure knowl- 
edge which no longer relates to something different from the knowl- 
edge itself that should be reached through it. 

The theory of the good, in its rootedness in knowledge prepares the 
way for the theory of freedom in the fifth part, into which it moves 
by leaving behind the concept of the good. If the highest good of the 
mind is the knowledge of God, and, accordingly, the highest form of 
virtue, understood as a trait of the mind alone, consists in knowing 
God, as Spinoza formulates in the fourth part (4p28), then the good 
in the form of its fulfilment is not transcendent of the knowing sub- 
ject. In its highest form it is in fact a virtue, and that virtue consists in 
nothing other than adequate knowledge, i.e. in the activity in which 
it is expressed to the highest degree what activity of the mind means. 
If human freedom consists in this very activity then Spinoza can, 
in the fifth part, which according to its title treats human freedom, 
refer to it in the form of a repetition of what he already determined 
in the fourth part as the highest good (summum bonum). In 5p25, 
though no longer with reference to the ratio, but to intuitive knowl- 
edge (scientia intuitiva), Spinoza formulates this in exactly the same 
way as in 4p28: “[t]he greatest striving of the Mind, and its greatest 
virtue is understanding things by the third kind of knowledge.” Only 
he speaks here no longer of this being the highest good of the mind, 
but replaces good (bonum) with striving (conatus). Spinoza eliminates 
the concept of the good, because in part 5 he now develops a theory 
of adequate knowledge that is no longer compared to other forms of 
knowledge. Adequate knowledge is no better than the inadequate; it 
is simply something different. It is grounded in itself, incomparable to 
anything else; it is grounded in eternity (5p31), which cannot be com- 
pared to the temporality upon which inadequate knowledge is based 
(5p21) and which is thus the fundament of all experience of the bad. 
Spinoza’s philosophy is a theory of ethics sub specie aeternitatis, and 
therefore no philosophy of the good. 
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But Spinoza does concede (5p41) that if we did not know about 
eternity in its significance for human action, what he developed in the 
fourth part with respect to the prescriptions of reason (rationis prae- 
scripta) would retain its validity. Even then we must consider it most 
important for us (prima haberemus), because the basis of all virtue, 
and thus of the method of living rightly (“virtutis seu recte vivendi 
rationis fundamentum”) is seeking one’s own utility (“suum utile 
quaerere”), and reason alone, and no other authority dictates (dictat) 
to the individual, who is unsure in this field, what this utility is factu- 
ally. So for those who are sceptical with respect to Spinoza’s theory 
of the eternity of the human mind and the power of our knowledge 
rooted therein (most of us) for questions of ethics in the narrower 
sense his theory of the good developed in the fourth part still remains 
valid. They shall know, however, that Spinoza’s skepsis vis-a-vis the 
normativity of the good has its ground not in a naturalism, but in an 
intellectualism of which Spinoza intends to show in the fifth part that 
it has the power to form life only if it does not appear as a norm, but 
in its actual execution. 


THE LIFE OF FREE PERSONS GUIDED BY REASON 


Michael Hampe 


1. REASON IS NOT A FACULTY 


Leading a life guided by reason (“ex ductu rationis vivere”, 4p46) and 
being a free person (“homo liber”, 4p67) are possibilities that Spinoza 
treats in the second half of the fourth part of his Ethics under the 
heading “On Human Bondage”. A life of human bondage is primar- 
ily determined by emotions of distress. Such a life is not necessary, 
even though distress is something that cannot be avoided (4p2&4). A 
human life needn’t be characterized throughout by the lack of free- 
dom; one can also lead a life of reason. Emotions still play a role in 
a reasonable life, but, insofar as they can be divided into active and 
passive emotions (3d3), the ones that can be characterized as actions 
predominate. 

Perhaps the most remarkable statement Spinoza makes regarding 
the relation between an unfree, distressful life and a reasonable, free 
one is to be found in Proposition 59 of the fourth part of the Ethics: 


To every action (actiones) to which we are determined from an affect 
which is passion, we can be determined by reason (a ratione), without 
that affect. 


Does this mean that committing a murder, for instance, can be an 
act of reason? Can all acts that occur be reconstructed as reasonable 
ones? It would seem that such a reading of Spinoza’s text would reduce 
the difference between a distressful, unfree life and a free life guided 
by reason to a difference in description and ‘emotional attendant cir- 
cumstances’. In Spinoza’s view, every act occurs out of necessity: he 
does not admit chance occurrences or events resulting from acts of 
the will (2p48&49, 3p2s). If an act is accompanied by an emotion of 
distress—a feeling of hatred, for instance, in the case of a murder—it 
is not grounded in reason; if it is done because of an insight, which 
is an activity, it is. But if everything that happens to us out of neces- 
sity is caused by distress from one perspective and by reason from 
another, then are not the real and the reasonable the same already for 
Spinoza, as they are later for Hegel? But what does ‘on the basis of’ an 
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emotion or ‘grounded in’ reason mean here? What does “determined 
from” (determinatur) mean in this connection (in 4p59)? 

Spinoza does not claim that in a reasonable or in an unreasonable 
life mental faculties act upon persons the way forces do. He does not 
imagine a faculty of rationality and a faculty of emotionality pitted 
against each other like boxers in a ring, an act or a life being reason- 
able or unreasonable depending upon which gains the upper hand. 
Such a psychology of mental faculties is not a position defended by 
Spinoza.’ He does not consider reason and sensibility to be mental 
forces that act upon individuals that are conceivable independently 
of the same. For Spinoza, living according to reason means the same 
thing as acting virtuously, and that in turn means the same thing as 
preserving one’s own being (4p24, 4p37s1). People who are determined 
by emotions of distress are failing to act exclusively in the interest of 
their self-preservation; people whose lives are guided by reason suc- 
ceed for the most part in promoting their own being. A suffering sen- 
sibility is nothing but a symptom of unsuccessful self-preservation, a 
manifestation of powerlessness; whereas active emotions are the way 
it feels to preserve one’s being successfully, to be in the possession of 
power or to increase one’s own potentia agendi. That is the meaning 
of determinatur and e ratione in this connection. The being which an 
individual is supposed to try to preserve is, however, considered by 
Spinoza to be something particular. How is this to be understood? 
That is a more difficult question.” 

In the following, I shall attempt to answer this question by approach- 
ing it from two angles. First, I explain the concepts of an individual 
law, an individual essence, and the notion of an individual reason. I 
then draw on the idea of an individual’s eternal essence, an idea which 
figures above all in the fourth part of the Ethics. From there I proceed, 
on the one hand, to a concrete discussion of a life guided by reason 
with respect to individual emotions and, on the other, to a reconsid- 
eration of the question whether every emotional act can also be deter- 
mined by reason. 


1 Cf. also Yoshida (2004: 63). 
> For a discussion of the ambivalence concept of determination in connection with 
4p59, cf. Macherey (1997a: 325f.). 
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2. INDIVIDUAL LAWS IN THE PRESERVATION OF THE 
STRUCTURE OF INDIVIDUALS 


In several places Spinoza refers to a person’s individual “right” (“sui 
juris”, 4praef), “laws” or “nature”, e.g. in 4p19: “From the laws of his 
own nature, everyone necessarily wants, or is repelled by, what he 
judges to be good or evil.” According to Spinoza, it is only on the 
basis of the laws of a person’s own nature that we can understand what 
lies within his power, what virtues he can bring about (“solas ipsius 
naturae leges possunt intelligi”, 4d8). But a finite particular being is a 
modus, and cannot be understood on the basis of itself alone. A modus 
is a part of nature (4p2), and as such can only be understood insofar 
as other things are taken into account as well. If a being were involved 
exclusively in events which could be understood on the basis of its 
own laws, it would be a substance, which is impossible (2p10). Since 
every individual being’s power is finite (4a), it necessarily refers to 
something other than itself. This leads to difficulties in the determina- 
tion of how self-preservation, finitude, reason and absence of reason, 
bondage and freedom are interrelated. Self-preservation, reason and 
freedom cannot be fully and definitively realized by finite beings. Every 
modus must perish sometime, be determined by something other than 
itself and therefore suffer. 

Practicing self-preservation, i.e. being virtuous, means living accord- 
ing to the laws of one’s own nature, being active and free and not 
determined by other things (cf. the concept of freedom in 1d7). For 
Spinoza, the reasonable, the lawful, the individually natural (‘natural’ 
understood here as ‘essential’, relating to individual essence) is not 
just something universal, nor is it the universally human. Rather, it is 
something individual and particular, not, however, in the sense of an 
individual or particular force, but rather as a form of the relationality 
of internal complexity. 

Every human being is a composite (Postulate 1 following 2p13 and 
2p15). With this composite nature—Spinoza is referring first and fore- 
most to the complexity of the body, but his parallelism also dictates 
that this corresponds to a mental complexity—it is not aggregative but, 
instead, structural (Postulate 4 after 2p13). Individual laws are the 
determining elements or patterns of this structure. When individual 
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beings strive to preserve their being (3p6), they are striving for the 
preservation of structure (Lemma 4 and 5 following 2p13).° 

An individual striving for self-preservation may or may not be aware 
of, and take account of, the laws governing his own being. One can 
therefore make a distinction between unconscious and conscious self- 
preservation. If I eat soup because I have learned that I like the taste 
and that it agrees with me, I am practicing conscious self-preservation. 
I am acting freely and reasonably: I am aware of my constitution and 
am acting of my own accord to preserve the same. If I eat soup because 
I am hungry, regardless of whether I like the taste or whether it agrees 
with me, I am practicing unconscious self-preservation (if the soup 
doesn’t agree with me, this doesn’t succeed). I am then not free; I 
am determined by my strong desire to eat. I am lacking in knowl- 
edge about my own constitution and, therefore, bring suffering upon 
myself. If I eat soup because someone else forces me to, even though I 
know that I don’t like the taste and that it doesn’t agree with me, then I 
am aware of the laws governing my individual being but am prevented 
from acting according to them by a more powerful external being. 

Attaining knowledge about one’s own being is no simple matter. It 
is only possible with the help of true universal concepts (notiones com- 
munes, 2p40s1) or through intuition (5p29-32). The conventional dis- 
tinctions according to which people order their world, the things they 
conventionally consider to be good or bad, beautiful or ugly, agreeable 
or disagreeable, are not helpful for knowing what is really useful for 
me (regarding ‘real usefulness’ see 4d1). Only with reference to what 
beings have in common on the basis of necessity and not on the basis 
of convention can I attain adequate knowledge about my own struc- 
ture and self-preservation. Acceding to universal reason, to the struc- 
ture of reality as such is a condition for insight into individual reason 
or the particular lawfulness of an individual.* 

It is difficult to say exactly how Spinoza conceived of the knowledge 
of an individual through the universal. In principle, two approaches 
seem possible. Firstly, one can imagine universal concepts to be vari- 
able by degree. In this view, a universal concept grasps an individual 
just as a physicist’s measurement grasps an individual situation: by 


3 Cf. also Matheron (1969: 69). 
4 The relation between knowledge by means of universal concepts and the self- 
knowledge of an individual is also discussed by Kisser (1998: esp. 112-115). 
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indicating the degree to which a characteristic named by a universal 
concept can be attributed to the individual. The individual A, for 
instance, might be characterized by (5P, 3Q, 7R), the individual B by 
(6P, 2Q, 9R). Rational knowledge of oneself would be a kind of self- 
measurement by means of universal concepts. A second possibility is a 
combinational logic along the lines of what Leibniz likely had in mind 
with his simple concepts. A few notiones communes would suffice to 
differentiate between a multitude of individual beings if their order (or 
that of the characteristics they denote) were significant, just as a host 
of individual words can be formed with an alphabet of 26 letters. Indi- 
vidual A might be represented by the sequence PQSR, the individual 
B by QSRP. To my knowledge, Spinoza never says that he conceives 
of the way in which universal concepts access individuals in either of 
these two ways. It does seem, though, that a sequence of concepts or 
characteristics in an individual would have to be thought of as a tem- 
poral progression (a series of perceptions, for instance, as in Leibniz). 
This seems difficult to reconcile with Spinoza’s concept of adequate 
self-knowledge, since in his treatment of this he refers to the eternal 
individual in God (5p22). The idea of concepts varying by degree, on 
the other hand, seems to fit well with Spinoza’s introduction of indi- 
viduality and internal complexity by way of the lemmata on Physics, 
even if he doesn’t operate with numbers there. Jumping from the use 
of universal concepts in the second mode of knowledge to the intuitive 
third mode of knowledge, and not considering intuitive knowledge re- 
constructible by means of the second mode of knowledge, would make 
knowledge, including self-knowledge, of the individual unreasonable.” 
Spinoza’s discussion of human freedom and a reasonable life in the 
fifth part of the Ethics, which he prepares for in the fourth, would then 
have to be interpreted as a self-misunderstanding—hardly a convinc- 
ing interpretive strategy. 

Reason, then, has a double meaning for Spinoza. Firstly, it refers to 
what is universal and shared by all individuals, the universal necessary 
connections of nature as explained by the mos geometricus. Knowledge 
on the basis of reason in this sense is not just knowledge of univer- 
sal truths, but also knowledge of particular things insofar as they are 


5 On the problem of irrationality with respect to the knowledge of individual things, 
cf. Hampe (1996, Ch. 3). 
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imbedded in and determined by the universal system of the laws of 
nature.° Reason teaches us about the causal complexity within which 
a particular being exists and acts. Secondly, reason also refers to the 
individual laws of a particular being, not insofar as it is an integral part 
of external causal or logical connections but because it has an eternal 
internal structure. 

‘Reason’ in the first sense of the term is no more than “understand- 
ing” (intellectus), and is employed by Spinoza with reference to knowl- 
edge derived from causes or grounds by means of notiones communes, 
i.e. the second kind of knowledge (2p40s2). From such a reasonable, 
or understanding, point of view everything appears necessarily con- 
nected and nothing is contingent (2p44). Since temporal succession 
plays no role for Spinoza in relation to necessity, it “is of the nature 
of Reason to perceive things under a certain species of eternity” 
(“quadam aeternitatis specie”) (2p44c2). Both the universal laws gov- 
erning substance and the individual laws governing individuals are 
eternal structures. 

Now, if on the one hand there exists in God an idea of each indi- 
vidual person (2p3, 2p9c and 5p22), a representation of the essence 
of each individual body regardless of its history (5p23). Then on the 
other hand, individual beings have the possibility and the tendency, 
insofar as they are reasonable, to view themselves from the point of 
view of eternity. The notion of an essence independent of the history 
of the individual concerned forms the basis of the assumption of a 
particular reason pertaining to individuals with respect to their indi- 
vidual laws, to that part of themselves which is eternal and remains 
unchanged in the course of material metabolic processes and trans- 
formations of the body as well as the mind. Individual laws entail an 
inner necessity dictating what individuals have to do on the grounds 
of their inner structure. This inner necessity can come into conflict 
with external necessity. For this reason, whether a person is acting 
freely and reasonably, or suffering as the object of external influence, 
is a question which has to be decided from case to case, but without 
recourse to the idea of a willful choice. The question in each case is: 
can the situation be described as the realisation of the individual laws 
of the person concerned, or is it determined by a necessity external 
to him? Only substance, to which nothing is external, always follows 


6 Cf. also Parkinson (1954: 167). 
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the laws of its own inner necessity and therefore always acts freely 
(1p17). 

The history of individuals, by contrast, leads to the adoption of con- 
ventions, universal concepts of limited validity. Spinoza’s nominalism 
is limited to this realm of the historically conventional. That which is 
changeable and historical is not reasonable, not even for the individ- 
uals themselves. As beings of reason they are not their life story. If 
they wish to lead a life that is reasonable and free, they must dissociate 
their thoughts and actions from universal conventions: “If men were 
born free, they would form no concept of good and evil so long as they 
remained free” (4p68).” But people are born into systems of conven- 
tion, and cannot help but acquire universal notions of what is good 
and bad, from which they have to liberate themselves in the course 
of their development toward freedom (insofar as such a development 
takes place). People develop into free and reasonable beings not only 
by canceling conventions from the list of factors determining their 
lives, but also by appropriating or recognising the universal laws of 
nature (“naturae leges et regulae”, 3praef) which affect each individual 
being. Striving for self-preservation, insofar as it is reasonable in the 
second sense of the word, does not, then, mean seeking to preserve 
some personal state that has evolved over time as a result of external 
influences. It pertains rather to an individual’s own eternal essence, 
considered separately from the influence exerted by other more or less 
powerful individuals. 

Unreasonable self-preservation is oriented not toward the eternal 
individual essence of a person but rather on false universal concepts 
(inadequate ideas). It manifests itself in a person’s insistence upon a 
certain historically evolved state, which does not necessarily have much 
to do with his individual essence. For this reason, it cannot be properly 
called self-preservation but rather preservation of something else, of 
a ‘historical mask’. Since the power of individuals is limited, it is, in 
principle, impossible in the long run to preserve some form of oneself 
that has not been identified sub specie aeternitatis and not grasped 
by means of notiones communes. A free life guided by reason is not 
oriented toward fleeting goals and does not strive to preserve some 
personal state that has evolved over time. Orienting oneself toward 
such a state would mean putting oneself at the mercy of fate (“fatum”, 


7 On this process of de-cultivation see also Hampe (2004). 
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4praef), and therefore living a life that is not free. It would mean giv- 
ing oneself up to circumstances which are beyond one’s own control 
and do not follow from the laws of one’s own being. To live freely 
and reasonably, on the other hand, means making one’s own eternal 
being the measure of one’s actions in time. Self-preservation can be 
interpreted as the attempt to promote as far as is possible the presence 
in time of that which is eternal in a finite individual. 

If Spinoza had subscribed only to the first concept of reason, which 
consists in the rational comprehension of the laws of nature as such, 
then the reasonableness of individuals would be de-individualization. 
And insofar as freedom is the same thing as acting according to the 
necessity of one’s being, and insofar as only God always acts out of 
the necessity of his being, human freedom would consist in ‘dissolv- 
ing’ into God in order to ‘participate’ in his freedom. Since God is 
not a person according to Spinoza, freedom would then be tied to 
depersonalisation. That, however, is not Spinoza’s position. He avoids 
it by means of the assumption of an individual essence, a particular 
lawfulness, which is eternal. Without a doubt, this assumption has 
currently become difficult to comprehend, since the idea that people 
are their contingent history has now gained universal acceptance.* The 
idea that reality is structured according to divine or universal natural 
reason, to which we as finite beings can subscribe, and also, and above 
all, the conviction that we are in a position to relate to some trans- 
historic reason governing our own being, has become questionable 
since Kant taught us to emphasise the limits of the human capacity 
for insight into the infinite. This is not to say that with Kant’s thought 
the history of philosophy progressed beyond that of Spinoza, render- 
ing the latter’s position implausible. Although Kant himself (and after 
him Auguste Comte and others) believed in philosophical progress, 
there are good grounds for doubting that the concept of progress with 
regard to knowledge is at all useful for comparing philosophical posit- 
ions as different as those of Kant and Spinoza.’ After all, Kant, too, in 
developing his conception of practical reason and freedom, was not 
able to manage without postulating an “intelligible essence” of man 


8 Hampe (2004: 246-249). 
? Cf. on the problem of progress in philosophy also Hacking (2002: 55-59). 
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independent of the natural world of experience and the life history of 
an “empirical personality”."° 


3. EMOTIONAL CONSEQUENCES 


Let us now look at the practical consequences for a life guided by 
reason using these theoretical considerations. For instance, Hate and 
anger, emotions that play a role in the lives of many, arise, according 
to Spinoza, when one wrongfully identifies external causes for one’s 
own suffering, thereby making existing suffering worse (4p46). The 
same goes for hope and fear (4p47): they, too, are emotions that are 
necessarily tied to inadequate knowledge (3p18s2). They arise because 
of inadequate knowledge of the causal complexity determining both 
myself and the individuals who affect me, and an overestimation of 
the temporality of causal processes. When feelings such as these arise, 
one can be sure that one is caught up in cognitive blunders and states 
of distress that are not conducive to self-preservation and are, there- 
fore, unreasonable, without it having to be exactly clear what sort of 
inadequate ideas are involved. This is why Spinoza can dismiss these 
emotions as something that should be accorded as little meaning as 
possible in a life of free persons guided by reason. Seen from this per- 
spective, his critique of pity (commiseratio) (4p50 and 3p23, 3p27s)!! 
and of the fear of death (metus morti) (4p67) becomes comprehensible. 
Thankfulness (gratia), by contrast, is an emotion of positive value that 
characterizes the social solidarity of free persons and is worth contem- 
plating. Let us take a closer look at Spinoza’s understanding of these 
three emotions. 


a) Pity. When we feel pity, we imagine ourselves to be suffering the 
distress encountered by others. But this is not actually the case, and 
so pity hinders us in perceiving what these other persons need on the 
grounds of their own constitution. 

It diverts us from rendering prompt aid. Our relationship toward 
those who are suffering and toward ourselves is unfocused. It is based, 
not on our individual lawfulness (and certainly not on that of others), 


On the problem of the relationship between practical reason and freedom in 
Spinoza and Kant, cf. Wiehl (1983: esp. 6f.). 
11 Cf. also Kronauer (1990: 9-36). 
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but only on a vague similarity between myself and others. This simi- 
larity does exist insofar as there are notiones communes which apply 
to me and to others, i.e. insofar as we share the same reason. ‘This, 
however, means that I do not share not their suffering, but only share 
the ability to act. Pity can serve a purpose if it is the only means by 
which a person can be moved to help someone else. But this is only 
relevant for persons whose lives are guided by reason to only a very 
limited extent, i.e. persons who are hardly free at all. Someone “who 
lives according to the dictate of reason, strives, as far as he can, not to 
be touched by pity” (4p50c). He will come to the aid of others in order 
to preserve and increase his own power of acting (potentia agendi) 
and that of others. Insight into the lawfulness of nature results in the 
conviction that there is nothing in nature “worthy of Hate, Mockery 
or Disdain, nor anyone whom he [the free person] will pity. Instead he 
will strive, as far as human virtue allows, to act well” (4p50s). Some- 
one who dresses the bleeding wounds of his companions out of pity 
may be doing the same thing as someone who does it on the basis of 
insight. In the one case the help is rendered in the sense of 4p59 on 
the basis of an emotion of distress, in the other case on the basis of 
reason. But there is a danger that someone who acts on the basis of 
pity may be moved ‘by the tears of the other’ to do something that 
is helpful neither to the other person nor to himself, i.e. something 
that does not promote the self-preservation of anyone. This danger 
does not exist in the case of insightful action guided by reason. So, 
there are cases in which pity increases the ability to act on behalf of 
all concerned and furthers their self-preservation. However, there are 
also cases in which this is not true. According to Spinoza, if one acts 
on the basis of reason, one does not run the risk associated with such 
negative emotions. 


b) Fear of death. Dwelling upon one’s own death, insofar as this 
involves fear, is not at all pleasurable (tristitia). It therefore reduces 
one’s ability to act and does not further self-preservation. This judg- 
ment by Spinoza is only apparently in disagreement with tradition—for 
example with Montaigne’s claim that philosophizing means learning 
to die. Reasonable insight into the finitude of one’s own existence is 
something Spinoza explicitly affirms in the definitions and axioms of 
the fourth part of the Ethics (4d3&4 and 4a, cf. also 2p30). But he does 


12 Montaigne (1995). 
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not consider the rational acknowledgement of one’s own mortality to 
be the same as the fear of death. (Heidegger’s idea that something 
important is revealed to people in an emotion like “Angst” is foreign 
to Spinoza.) Insight into one’s own being is insight into an individual 
lawfulness that is eternal in God. Death means the disappearance of 
my individuality, which has taken shape in the course of time and 
becomes superimposed upon this eternal lawfulness. With my death, 
changeable appearances are severed from my being, but my eternal 
individual lawfulness does not disappear. Insofar as the temporal life 
of free persons guided by reason is oriented toward this eternal law- 
fulness, it cannot be determined by the fear of death. For the fear of 
death arises from the need to preserve a historically evolved form of 
my person which, however, is not necessarily connected in any mean- 
ingful way with my essence or being. Fear of death betrays a striving 
for self-preservation that is misled and determined by conventional 
universal concepts. Losing the fear of death does not mean losing sight 
of the limitation of one’s own power and failing to recognize that one 
is a finite individual being. But that part of my individual being which 
is free and reasonable is also eternal, and hence immortal. If my life is 
guided by reason, it will not be determined by the fear that someone 
stronger or more powerful may destroy my temporal self. How one 
relates to one’s eternal essence at all is a difficult topic, which concerns 
Spinoza’s concept of eternity, the subject of the fifth part of the Eth- 
ics. Again, basically two conceivable ways of relating to an ahistorical 
individual being are conceivable, these correspond to two concepts of 
immortality: that of an atemporal individual essence on the one hand, 
or that of an eternalized but historically evolved being on the other. 
According to the first conception, there has always been a particular 
idea of each individual in God. Persons can try in the course of their 
lives to bring the idea they have of themselves into line with the idea 
that is in God eternally. In the second conception, individuals evolve 
over time. The reasonable part of the structure they have acquired, 
their ability to act, becomes eternalised in God. In this view it was not, 
however, in God before they lived their lives. On the basis of Spinoza’s 
definition of eternity, in which the concept of necessity but not the 
concept of atemporality or eternalisation plays a decisive role (1d8), 
it is impossible to say which model he himself favoured.’ The first is 


13 On necessity and eternity, cf. the contributions of Perler and Matheron to this 
volume. 
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the more ‘conventional’ with regard to the history of philosophy, the 
second corresponds more to the Jewish conception of a God who does 
not forget a single individual, a conception, however, which will hardly 
have retained any significance for Spinoza’s impersonal conception of 
God. The idea that individual essences become eternalised insofar as 
they constitute the reasonable aspect of a person’s history implies that 
the divine understanding changes with the evolution of individuals in 
the course of their historical development. Such an interpretation will 
surely appear ‘extravagant’ in relation to the traditional interpretation 
of Spinoza, because it sees Spinoza’s substance very much as a process 
and thus brings Spinoza close to Schelling’s concept of becoming God 
and Peirce’s model of immortality.’ 


c) Thankfulness. People who do not see eye to eye because they sub- 
scribe to different conventional universal concepts and hence pursue 
different goals cannot always be of use to one another. Led by their 
own notions of what is good and bad, they will often attempt to lend 
their support to persons unable to appreciate their advances because 
they are pursuing different goals. Someone who tries to be helpful does 
not wish to be rejected but, rather, expects to be helped in return. The 
relationship between persons whose values differ is a delicate one, as 
is the relationship between persons who have freed themselves from 
conventions and lead lives guided by reason and persons still bound 
by conventions. In order to avoid the problem of divergent values, and 
the difficulties of rejection or of artificial thankfulness for helpfulness 
which one actually deems harmful, a “free man who lives among the 
ignorant strives, as far as he can, to avoid their favo[u]rs” (4p70). 
Free persons, on the other hand, who interact solely on the basis of 
notiones communes, relate only to those elements in the other person 
which they really share. What occupies them apart from these universal 
considerations is that which follows necessarily from their individual 
natures. For this reason, they are able to enter into an association free 
of the difficulties which arise from differences based on convention. 
Free persons can be truly useful for one another, because they really do 
agree in certain respects (4p35). Therefore Spinoza can affirm that “[o] 
nly free men are very thankful to one another” (4p71). Their thankful- 


14 I would like to thank Ursula Renz for a conversation about the problem of eter- 
nity in Spinoza, in which the possibility of these two interpretations became clear to 
me. On Schelling and Peirce, cf. Hampe (1999), and also Hampe (2006). 
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ness has nothing to do with a desire to commit themselves to others, 
to gain influence over them or to ensure themselves of their support in 
their own quest for power. Rather, it arises when human relations are 
purged of everything but the universally rational common elements 
and a respect for the individuality of others. This results in a kind of 
mutual support that transcends business relationships and strategic 
alliances. The community of the free rests on thankfulness for the ben- 
efit that these people can provide to each other more readily than they 
can to other people bound by convention or to animals because they 
have certain things in common. Just as the social togetherness arising 
from the formation of shared conventions is dangerous, because these 
conventions also separate persons from one another (the community A 
with the conventions alpha from the community B with the conventions 
beta), the community of persons beyond conventionality is beneficial. 

What Spinoza will primarily have had in mind here are the antagon- 
istic emotions so vehement in his time (and also in ours) that arise 
between religious communities with differing conceptions of ‘good’ 
and ‘bad’. The social cohesion that these communities offer their 
members through the conventional harmonization of emotions is off- 
set by their hostile relationship to outsiders who do not share these 
conventions. 

This is the basis for Spinoza’s ideal of social enlightenment. He 
regarded the human community as dangerous for free persons living 
according to reason and for strangers, because it subjects them to dis- 
favour and hatred, and forces them to resort to dissimulation if they 
want to cope. But at the same time he saw a possibility for a trans- 
conventional community of free persons bound together by honest 
thankfulness for natural usefulness. Someone born into a community 
of free persons would not have to go through the process of self- 
estrangement normally initiated by the acquisition of conventional 
representations of ‘good’ and ‘bad’, and could therefore also be spared 
the task of purging himself of false universal concepts and unreason- 
able associations. 


4. REASONABLE ACTION AND ACTION RESULTING FROM DISTRESS 


Both in a community of free persons leading a life guided by rea- 
son and in a community in which people mostly suffer, persons can 
be useful to one another: in the first case, because they have some- 
thing in common; in the second, in order to forge an alliance against 
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other persons whom they hate. In this second case, the allies share an 
inadequate idea of their enemies. This is why they suffer when they 
fear their enemies. Nevertheless, allies can be moved to carry out acts 
of mutual support, because these inadequate ideas bind them to one 
another. On the other hand, it is also conceivable that they lend each 
other the same mutual support because they perceive each other on 
the basis of notiones communes and do not relate to one another on 
the basis of an inadequate idea (but rather on the basis of an idea other 
than that of sharing an enemy). Here we have a difference analogous 
to the difference between giving aid out of pity and out of reason. In 
both cases, a person might dress the wound of another, in one case on 
the grounds of an inadequate idea, and in the other on the grounds of 
an adequate one. This, too, is a case of the application of 4p59, accord- 
ing to which an act resulting from an emotion of distress can also be 
carried out in the absence of the same, on the basis of reason. 

A person consumed by hatred for another person suffers because he 
necessarily has an inadequate idea of that person. Let us assume he kills 
that person. His hatred will disappear. Killing is an act. However, that 
person could also conceivably overcome his hatred by reflecting upon 
the reasons for which he imagines the other person to be the cause for 
his suffering, i.e. by bringing forth adequate ideas that extinguish the 
inadequate idea that was the basis of his hatred. If one identifies this 
person’s goal as ‘extinguishing hatred’, then this goal can be reached 
either by means of an act of murder or by means of an act of insight. 
A problem arises with 4p59 if an action is described from the start as 
causing suffering when one considers that the suffering of the person 
who is murdered could also have come about through reason (and not 
through hatred). But Spinoza doesn’t mention this possibility. A suc- 
cession of events that begins with a knife penetrating a person’s heart 
and ends with the death of that person can be reconstructed rationally, 
but that does not mean that the murderous act can always be justified 
as a reasonable one. In 4p59, Spinoza is concerned with the conditions 
under which acts arise, not with the justification of suffering, i.e. his 
topic here is not the classic problem of theodicy. 

Suffering is a general consequence of the existence of finite beings. 
It would only be avoidable if no finite individuals existed. Therefore, 
in a world of finite beings, acts that decrease the potentia agendi of 
myself or of others necessarily occur. But they are not that for which 
a free person living according to reason strives. Just as death, while 
being unavoidable, is not something constantly being contemplated by 
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reasonable persons, the distressful consequences of acts are sometimes 
inevitable, yet not something that is of particular interest to a reason- 
able person. 

A person guided by reason will, in his actions, try to consider in 
what respect something constitutes an action and in what respect 
it constitutes suffering. In a religious legend, a holy man murders a 
ship’s captain who would otherwise have led the crew and the pas- 
sengers into disaster. He knows he is causing pain, yet he does it in 
order to prevent greater suffering. This is the classical situation of the 
murder of a tyrant. Insofar as one only takes the murdered person 
into account, this is a situation in which suffering has arisen. Insofar 
as one considers the persons who have been liberated from suffering 
at the hands of the murdered person, and whose potentia agendi has 
been increased, this is a situation in which the ability to act has been 
increased. The question, in how far it is appropriate to subject Spinoza 
to the questions raised by utilitarianism about the possible summation 
of pain and pleasure beyond the limits of the individual, transcends 
the limits of this essay. But this much can be said: persons guided 
by reason recognize the finitude of their power; they know that they 
will die and that their ability to foresee and influence the course of 
events is limited. They will try to act according to the laws of their own 
nature and lend support to others on the basis of universal reason. The 
desire to prevent all suffering, in oneself and in others, would amount 
to a delusion of omnipotence in which a modus confuses itself with 
substance. 


PART V 


ETHICS: DE POTENTIA INTELLECTUS SEU DE 
LIBERTATE HUMANA 


ETHICS AS MEDICINE FOR THE MIND (5P1-20) 


Herman de Dijn 


1. THE ETHICS IN SPINOZA’S ETHICA 


In Part 5 of his Ethics, entitled “De potentia intellectus sive de libertate 
humana”, Spinoza begins—as he himself says in the Preface—on the 
second part of his ethics, “de modo, sive via, quae ad libertatem ducit”. 
While the first part, Part 4, dealt with “de servitute humana, seu de 
affectuum viribus”, the second part (Part 5) deals with the potentia 
rationis: what ratio is able to do in regard to the emotions so that we 
can speak of true freedom (libertas) or blessedness (beatitudo). Servi- 
tudo is contrasted to libertas, vires affectuum to potentia rationis. The 
Preface of Part 5 is further devoted to an extensive critique of the idea 
of freedom and free will both in Descartes and the Stoics. At the end 
of the Preface Spinoza claims that the power of ratio exists exclusively 
in the understanding (intelligere): only through or in understanding 
shall we find the remedia against the emotions or passions. 

What exactly those remedia are is made clear in Ethics 5p1-20 and 
are precisely summed up in the scholium of Ethics 5p20. In a certain 
sense the first twenty propositions cover the whole problem of ‘the 
second part of the ethics’. Nevertheless, some twenty additional prop- 
ositions follow, which deal with the further problem of “those things 
which pertain to the Mind’s duration without relation to the body (the 
Body’s existence)” (5p20s, 5p40s). This theme is notorious for posing 
one of the most difficult problems of interpretation in the Ethics and 
some commentators are even of the opinion that Spinoza should not 
have written this part of the Ethics (5p21-42) at all.! 

The strictly ethical section of the Ethics (Parts 4 and 5) presents the 
reader with numerous other problems of interpretation (apart from 
the typically philosophical problem of how a deterministic view of man 


1! Jonathan Bennett speaks of Ethica 5p21-42 as “an unmitigated and seemingly 
unmotivated disaster”: Bennett (1984: 357). Curley is not in agreement with such 
views: Curley (1988). 
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and world can be reconciled with formulating an ethics).” First, there 
is the problem of the relationship between the two parts of the ethics 
(Parts 4 and 5) and the related question of the precise significance of 
the first part (Part 4). Some scholars see each of the two parts of Part 5 
(5p1-20 and 5p21-40) as fundamentally different.’ This interpretation 
would lead to accepting almost three parts that form an ascending line 
to a complete ethical state, salvation or true freedom. 

Part 4 seems to be an anomaly in itself from the very beginning. 
The title, “De servitute humana, seu de affectuum viribus” seems to 
refer only to 4p1-18. The next three groups of propositions in Part 4 
deal with “de recta vivendi ratione” (4app, praef). These three groups 
concern: 1) “quid id sit, quod ratio nobis praescribit” (the “dictamina 
(sive regulae) rationis”) (4p19-37); 2) “quinam affectus cum rationis 
humanae regulis conveniant, quinam contra iisdem contrarii sunt” 
(4p38-66); 3) the depiction of ‘homo liber’ as ‘the exemplar’, as the 
new Adam (4p67-71). Nevertheless, as Spinoza says expressly, the 
first part of the ethics (Part 4) addresses “de sola humana impoten- 
tia”, while the following part (Part 5) covers “de Rationis in affectus 
potentia” (4p17s). 

How can that section of the ethics concerned with human impo- 
tence or bondage (De servitute humana) simultaneously devote three- 
quarters of its propositions to recta vivendi ratio?* The reason is that 
the recta ratio is not capable of automatically controlling the emotions. 
In this regard, Spinoza brings up, at the beginning of Part 4, two old 
commonsense truths: “Video meliora, proboque, deteriora sequor”, 
and “Qui auget scientiam, auget dolorem” (4p17s). The fundamental 
truth that dominates Part 4 is the vulnerability of the human being 
(4a), even of the rational human being: “hominem necessario pas- 
sionibus esse semper obnoxium” (4p4c). Or, as the Preface of Part 4 
puts it: the human being is inevitably subject to potentia fortunae “in 
cujus potestate (homo) ita est, ut saepe coactus sit, quamquam meliora 
sibi videat, deteriora tamen sequi”. The impotentia and inconstantia 
even of rational beings has to do with the fact that their rationality is 
an abstract rationality of praecepta, dictamina, regulae (4p18s). Like- 


> On the compatibility of determinism and freedom in Spinoza, see De Dijn (1978: 
27-35) and De Dijn (1985: 205-219). 

> Including, among others: Bartuschat (1992: 324f.) and Macherey (1994: 27 and 
40-43). 

* See: De Dijn (1992: 493-503). 
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wise, the ideal of the good life (exemplar humanae naturae: 4praef), 
the ideal of the free being or the new Adam (4p67-73), is merely an 
abstract ideal, more imaginary than real (4p62s). The desire of the 
rational being, which relies on these dictamina and sets out to reach 
that ideal, can then certainly be thwarted (4p14-17). However, that the 
situation is thus does not mean that man would be better off without 
ratio and its guidelines; what it does mean involves becoming fully 
aware of the power and impotence of the human being (4p17s). 

Ratio cannot by itself alone implement its own demands in the 
context of the common order of nature, in a life inevitably marked 
by strong emotions. In the margins of Part 4 we even learn that the 
realisation of an ethical life (whether or not according to ratio) pre- 
supposes the bringing about of a kind of ‘objective’ reasonableness, or 
the State (4p37s2). Alexandre Matheron has shown how Part 4 at once 
explores which emotions offer a favourable ground for the develop- 
ment of the ratio (4p41-58) as well as how the demands of the ratio 
can unfold in a favourably affective context in daily life (4p59-73).° 
The big question is how the ever vulnerable and provisional human 
freedom can become a stable power, a true potentia intellectus (the title 
of Part 5). This is the object of the next section (“in sequenti parte”, 
4p73s); that other part (alter pars) investigates “de modo, sive via, 
quae ad libertatem ducit” (5praef). This part is once again dominated 
by a number of fundamental truths (5a1&2) concerning power rela- 
tions which seemingly can evolve in favour of ratio. It is no accident 
that Spinoza sometimes uses the term potestas rather than potentia to 
express this real power, e.g. in 5p10s. 

In the Preface to Part 5 a new term pops up which articulates the 
change in perspective: Spinoza no longer speaks of dictamina or prae- 
cepta, but of remedia. What he describes, is a type of medicina or 
therapy that must lead to a full flourishing and a full freedom. The 
Preface to Part 5 explains that this ethica-medicina (mentis) should 
not be confused with medicina in the current sense, a medicine that 
teaches “qua arte corpus sit curandum ut possit suo officio recte fungi”. 
All the remedia of ethics or medicine of the mind can only exist in 
one or other form of intelligentia; they concern not the body, but the 
mind itself, and consist not of bodily but of mental processes (5praef, 
sub fine). Neither should this ethics be confused with logica (as in the 


> Matheron (1969: 283 and 520). 
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Tractatus de intellectus emendatione)‘ which investigates “quomodo et 
qua via debeat intellectus perfici”. The ethics-as-medicine of the mind 
concerns “sola Mentis seu rationis potentia et, ante omnia, quantum 
et quale imperium in affectus habeat ad eos coércendum et moderan- 
dum”. That is a real problem because, as was clear in Part 4, we do 
not have any absolute power over our emotions, contrary to what the 
Stoics and Descartes thought (5praef). In contrast to the dictamina 
or praecepta, the remedia do not concern the patient’s will to become 
better.’ Rather, they concern causal ties between (mental) processes or 
actions and certain results or consequences, and a kind of cumulative 
development of them that surpasses the influence of fortuna. 

From the perspective of the medicine of mind of Part 5, the ethics 
of Part 4 is but a provisional morality (again to be distinguished from 
the provisional morality discussed in TIE).® In 5p10s that provisional 
morality is described as “recta vivendi ratio, seu certa vitae dogmata”, 
which even in the new perspective of Part 5 can continue to play a 
certain role, and which, in contrast to the true ethics or medicine of 
the mind, are certainly not so difficult to grasp and implement (“neque 
enim difficilia sunt”: 5p10s, sub fine). 

That provisional morality exists in reflecting on the dictamina ratio- 
nis, but in such a manner that these dictamina can have an influence 
in real life. For that a kind of reflection is needed, and which calls on 
the memory and imagination of particular circumstances. So the rule 
“do not return hate with hate” is workable only if we concretely imag- 
ine all kinds of adversity and the way in which we can respond well to 
them, and if we are also vitally aware of the importance of cooperation 
and friendship (5p10s). How these dictamina rationis can still exercise 
influence through memory and imagination can be understood thanks 
to the study of the mechanisms that are also connected to the reme- 
dia (cf. the reference in 5p10s to 5p6-8). This provisional morality 
responds to what Alexandre Matheron calls the level or regime of the 
liberté provisoire:? the manner of living in which the power of reason 


° On the TIE and its significance in Spinoza’s oeuvre, see: De Dijn (1996). 

7” According to Amelie Rorty in an unpublished contribution (“Can a Passive Affect 
(Anger) Be Turned into an Activity of the Mind”) to the Jerusalem Spinoza Confer- 
ence 1999 on Ethica 5. 

® Spinoza, TIE, $17. 

? Matheron (1969: 540f.). 
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is present deep inside, but has not yet been consolidated or developed 
into a regime of full freedom as described in 5p1-20. 

A fundamental change in perspective undoubtedly then surfaces 
between Parts 4 and 5.'° As has already been mentioned, this is clear 
also from the axioms that dominate the whole sequence of thought. 
The perspective of Part 4 is marked by the problem of the restricted- 
ness and vulnerability of a life lived according to recta ratio and its 
dictamina that often, because of factors outside of one’s control, can- 
not be implemented; this in itself results in a specific kind of suffering 
(4p17s). The perspective of Part 5 sees the mind as a power (a conatus 
with potentia: 5a2, referring to 3p7) which can be strong enough to 
arrive at a kind of freedom or autonomy, and reach blessedness (beati- 
tudo). This is conditional on implementing the remedia (as analysed in 
5p1-20). The same ratio, which in a certain respect (Part 4) does not 
succeed in being truly powerful, here can, under certain conditions, 
come to a remarkable consolidation of its power (Part 5). The power of 
the mind can develop so strongly that we “non facile malis affectibus 
afficiamur” (5p10s). However, to do this the mind must, as we will see 
shortly, transform itself into a scientia intuitiva. 


2. THE Two PARTS OF THE ETHICS 5 


According to some commentators," the two parts of Part 5 again form 
two perspectives which indicate a gradation in the evolution of the 
mind towards complete freedom. Macherey sees 5p1-20 as describing 
a series of directives that offer a solution minimale, whereas 5p21-42 
deals with the full realisation of freedom, offering a solution maximale 
to the ethical problem.” Various elements would point to this. 

In 5p1-20 the directives of the ratio would result in knowledge of 
the third degree (scientia intuitiva), but this would only be fully devel- 
oped in 5p21 and the following. Parallel with that, Amor Dei, in which 
salvation ultimately is to be found, would successively take two forms: 
Amor erga Deum (in the first section of Part 5) and Amor Intellectualis 
Dei (in the second section of Part 5).'? In the first section of Part 5 the 


© De Dijn (1996: 246-255). 
11 See note 3. 

12 Macherey (1994: 40-43). 
3 Bartuschat (1992: 326). 
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imaginatio (knowledge of the first kind) would still play a role, while 
it would completely disappear in the second part. 

According to Spinoza himself, the difference between both parts of 
Part 5 consists mainly in a difference between two perspectives on the 
mind as a potentially autonomous power (intellectus). The first sees 
the mind as the expression of the body living in time (duratio), while 
the second concentrates on “Mentis durationem sine relatione ad Cor- 
pus” (5p20s, sub fine) or is concerned with “(de) Mente, quatenus sine 
relatione ad Corporis existentiam consideratur” (as indicated at the 
end, 5p40s). In the first section of Part 5 the remedies are discussed 
by which the mind in time, in the midst of the tribulations of life, 
acquires autonomy and becomes truly intellectus. In the second part 
this result is described “sub specie aeternitatis” (5p23s), as something 
that characterises the mind as such “for all eternity”. 

All kinds of awkward questions arise here which are not answered 
unambiguously by commentators, but which I cannot here explore in 
depth or even need to answer (since they mostly concern the second 
section of Part 5). For example, the question arises whether eternity 
can be understood as a kind of immortality, and if so, which." Is every 
reference to the concrete body banished in the perspective of eternity, 
or only the references to the duration of the body? The idea of being 
this or that body belongs after all to the essence of the human mind 
(5p23)? Is there a duration for the human mind without any relation 
to the duration of the body, as suggested in 5p20s, sub fine? 

In any case it doesn’t seem correct to speak of two stages or of a real 
gradation in the two parts of the Ethics 5. Rather, it is more a ques- 
tion of two perspectives on the same process: the realisation of a cer- 
tain kind of knowledge (with the accompanying love of God), which 
can be considered either in its acquisition and development (5p1-20), 
or in its belonging to the (eternal) very essence of the free person 
(5p31-40). ‘Beneath’ the activity of the mind as “potestas concipiendi 
res sub specie aeternitatis” (5p29dem) lies the nature of the mind as 
“idea quae (hujus ut illius) Corporis essentiam sub specie aeternitatis 
exprimit”, in other words, the mind as eternal intellect (5p23s and 


1 See the discussion between Kneale and Donagan: Kneale (1974: 227-240) and 
Donagan (1974: 241-258). See also: Nadler (2001). The term ‘immortalis’, in combina- 
tion with ‘aeternus’ is to be found in 5p4ls. 
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5p40s), characterised by self-consciousness (5p30) and knowledge of 
the third kind (5p37). 

Supposedly, the gradation between the two stages in Part 5 could 
be deduced, for example, from the unequal role played by the three 
kinds of knowledge: ratio and imaginatio above all in 5p1-20; intui- 
tive knowledge principally in 5p21-40. The role that the imaginatio 
plays in the first perspective is indeed remarkable, and we will return 
to this; but its absence in the second perspective is self-evident because 
it concerns the perspective of eternity, that of the pure intellect. The 
first perspective is just as much about intuitive knowledge as the sec- 
ond, including its properties such as self-consciousness or love of God 
(5p14-20). In the second perspective we do indeed learn many more 
details about the knowledge of the third kind; however, Spinoza makes 
clear that this kind, although ‘eternal’, functions in time (see espe- 
cially 5p38 and 5p39 with 5p39s) and is closely tied with knowledge 
of the second kind, which itself is dependent on imaginatio (5p28 and 
5p38). 

The Amor erga Deum spoken of in the first perspective would be of 
less value than Amor intellectualis Dei treated in the second. This is 
also difficult to sustain. The propositions (5p18-20) introducing Amor 
erga Deum equally refer to the propositions (2p46&47) in which intui- 
tive knowledge is deduced. The expression Amor erga Deum is also 
used in the second section of Part 5 as a clear synonym for the Amor 
intellectualis Dei (5p33 and 5p33s, 5p36s, 5p39dem, 5p42dem) and 
even the expression “Mentis erga Deum Amor intellectualis” (5p36c) 
can be found there. Thus, too much should not be read into the alleged 
change in terminology. 

The two closing propositions of Part 5 and at the same time of the 
Ethics as a whole once again put the emphasis on two points: 1) that 
eternity or immortality is not the goal of a virtuous life, but that eter- 
nity or blessedness (beatitudo) coincides with virtue; 2) that the way 
leading to freedom or virtue or salvation or wisdom (sapiens here is 
opposed to ignarus, picking up on the opposition between homo liber 
and servus) is very difficult and is reserved only for the few (5p42s: 
“omnia praeclara tam difficilia, quam rara sunt”). This final sentence 
points to the fact that the ‘provisional’ morality discussed in 5p10s, 
which is based on the dictamina rationis (of Part 4) and which, accord- 
ing to Spinoza, can be put into effect without any great difficulty, can- 
not be equated with the via perardua that, thanks to the remedia, leads 
to ultimate salvation. 
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3. THE TEACHING OF THE REMEDIA (5P1-20) 


As has been explained above, Spinoza’s ethics is a kind of medicine 
for the soul, a psychotherapy that calls on a number of remedia sum- 
marised at the end of the first part of Ethics 5 (5p20s). The implemen- 
tation of remedia is of a different nature than the attempt to follow 
dictamina or praescripta. The remedia are not directed to the will, they 
are not dependent on our premeditated striving, they work or they 
don’t work. If they do work, they do so because of the intellectual 
capacity that characterises man in his deepest being (the potentia cog- 
itandi et formandi adaequatas ideas: 5p20s). 

In the case of the remedies we are dealing with what is fundamen- 
tally a kind of automatism: once a certain degree of development is 
reached in and partly thanks to a certain setting or context, a level of 
action can unfold which was originally considered impossible. Funda- 
mentally this has to do with a certain kind of knowledge of the individ- 
ual’s own emotions (5p10s: “nostrorum affectuum perfecta cognitio”), 
which in that individual lead to new, sui generis active emotions. At 
the same time, the individual has the power (potestas) to “ordinandi, et 
concatenandi Corporis affectiones secundum ordinem ad intellectum” 
(5p10). While in the first perspective (Part 4) fortuna or the course of 
events has the initiative, and the imaginatio and related passive emo- 
tions thwart the desires of the rational being, we now get the opposite. 
In the second perspective (Part 5) the ratio as such is stabilised and 
becomes strong, or mature, so that it does not eliminate the caprices of 
the emotions which arise in the mind parallel to the modifications of 
the body, but absorbs and transforms them. Thomas Cook here speaks 
of a “change from seeing things as invading us to seeing things as part 
of me”.' It is the mind now that, as it were, takes the initiative, and the 
modifications of the body (or the brain processes) seamlessly ‘follow 
the movements of the mind (5p1). 

Before examining the different remedies more closely, mention must 
be made of another phenomenon that draws our attention when we 
read 5p1-20: the not-unimportant role in the constitution of freedom 
played by the imaginatio on the side of the mind and by the imagines 


5 Thomas Cook in an unpublished contribution (“Adequate Understanding of 
Inadequate Ideas—Power and Paradox in Spinoza’s Cognitive Therapy”) to the Jeru- 
salem Spinoza Conference 1999 on Ethica 5. 
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(or brain processes) on the side of the body. Since the remedies have 
to do with a certain kind of knowledge of one’s own emotionality in 
its concreteness, the ratio here is inevitably involved in the imaginative 
experience. That experience can be of such a nature that it contributes 
positively to the power of reason over the emotions (5p9, 5p11-13). 
The most spectacular example of this is indeed the way in which 
actively imagining others’ participation in our love of God intensifies 
that love (5p20). Conversely, the active emotions linked with reason 
can more easily control the mind through the modal (e.g. temporal) 
patterns that characterise the imaginatio (5p7).'* Activating the mind 
to rationally consider its own emotionality indeed has its parallel in a 
non-passive sequence of imagines (brain processes) in the body. There 
is no successful meditation of the mind without a ‘free’ brain activity 
in the body that transcends the passive modifications (5p1).”” 

The best way to discuss the group of remedies which, taken together, 
constitute the freedom of human beings is to begin with the summary 
of the remedies offered in 5p20s. 

The first remedy consists “in ipsa affectuum (vera) cognitione” 
(5p20s). Our emotions are mental expressions of affects of the body 
that we, in principle, can adequately understand (5p4c). This under- 
standing inevitably leads to one or other effect, first and foremost the 
composure of understanding itself (5p4s: “in quibus (Mens) plane 
acquiescit”). Note that this is not about the understanding of emo- 
tions in abstracto; rather it concerns the understanding of one’s own 
existential and experienced affectivity as the mental expression of 
the happenings in one’s own body. As Spinoza writes elsewhere, the 
understanding of human passivity (also of one’s own emotionality) is 
something that can offer as much satisfaction as the understanding of 
external nature (4p57s, sub fine). 

The second remedy, closely linked with the first, consists in “quod 
affectus a cogitatione causae externae, quam confuse imaginamur, sep- 
arat” (5p20s, with reference to 5p2 and 5p4s). In 5p4s a link is indeed 
made between adequate knowledge of our emotions and separating 
those emotions from their related external causes, so that love, hate, 
etc. are sublimated, and the desires which go with them are moderated. 
This is not about negating the emotions, an impossible task. Rather, 


16 Matheron (1969: 553). 
17 Wetlesen (1979: 152-155). 
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it concerns the fact that these emotions are considered to be purely 
‘internal’ modifications. In this way, the sequence of emotions and the 
desires that go with them is interrupted and another sequence is set 
in motion. This is comparable to the manner in which sensory experi- 
ences can be implicated in adequate thinking, even though represen- 
tations of the mind, which in themselves are not inadequate, remain 
inevitable (4pls). Reflecting on the fear or sadness which someone 
causes to us cannot immediately switch off those emotions, but it 
can uncouple the train of emotions from the desires which normally 
accompany them, and then set in motion another sequence of consid- 
erations and emotions. 

We can connect this remedy with a thought that Spinoza does not 
repeat in 5p20s, but that explicitly comes up in 5p6 and 5p6s.’* Under- 
standing the necessity of the things that overcome us gives us power 
over certain emotions, certainly where very concrete matters that we 
vividly imagine are concerned: the link between certain emotions 
and those matters is thus weakened. Here Spinoza points expressly to 
experience. 

Remedies three and four have nothing to do with prescriptions or 
decisions of the will. Obviously, they refer to ‘objective factors which, 
sheerly through their presence and influence, promote active emotions. 
First, there is the influence of the time factor. The ratio understands 
the common characteristics of the modifications of the body which 
continuously come to the fore and are thus much more dominantly 
present than the modifications that (for example) refer to absent things 
and to the past. The engagement of rational consideration with things 
in the present means that the emotions accompanying that rational 
consideration will be stronger than the emotions which are possibly 
connected with memories, or with other confused or disorganised 
ideas (5p20s, referring to 5p7). Further there is the factor of “multiple 
causes” and its influence. Bodily modifications and affects can simulta- 
neously be the product of many and very diverse causes (for example, 
our life can be threatened by very many dangers at the same time). 
The mental emotion (for example, fear) will then be less troublesome 
than when there seems to be only a single cause (5p9). In so far as 
the same bodily state or affect (imago seu affectus: 5p11dem) can have 


18 Don Garrett (following J. Bennett) sees this as a remedy forgotten in the sum- 
ming up of 5p20s: Garrett (1996: 281). 
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many causes, it can be very easily aroused and simultaneously refer to 
many things. On the mental level this means that the mind will eas- 
ily remember this and that it will be able to link many things to it at 
the same time. (5p11). Almost everything can then be susceptible to 
being linked mentally with similar modifications of the body and thus 
to becoming linked with rational thinking, that is to say with thinking 
in terms of notiones communes or of God (5p20s). After all, almost 
everything can lead to the forming of brain processes which express 
themselves mentally in rational reflection on or in forming the idea of 
God. Once again it appears that the laws of the imaginatio (physical 
and mental), more particularly the association mechanisms, can fur- 
ther promote adequate thinking and the associated emotions. 

In the propositions concerning remedies three and four, terms 
regularly crop up which express differences in affective intensity and 
power. Thus, these remedies constitute thus an “échelle des intensités 
affectives” which mutually strengthen one another and give the mind 
an unprecedented power over the passive states and emotions.” 

Remedy five is once again based on an ‘objective’ mechanism, men- 
tioned in 5p10 and 5p10s: as long as the mind is not distracted by the 
passions, so long do we have the “potestas recte ordinandi et con- 
catenandi Corporis affectiones secundum ordinem ad intellectum”. In 
combination with the last remedy this means that almost everything 
can put in motion a train of thinking and feeling that can even lead us 
to form the idea of God and thus to arrive at Amor erga Deum. 

The upshot of this is not the elimination of the passive emotions, 
but the growth of active forms of thinking and feeling that, once a 
certain threshold is reached, strengthen one another and are even in a 
position to engage the imaginatio (which in itself is neither good nor 
bad). It is not surprising that Macherey in his commentary on 5p5-10 
argues that Spinoza here is developing a new ars imaginandi.” This is 
not characterized by associative connections which we don’t control; 
to the contrary, as Spinoza hypothetically describes in 2p18s, it is a 
facultas that depends on our own power, and that we should call a 
facultas libera. We can also see this at work in scientific research.”! 


1 Macherey (1994: 66). 
20 Macherey (1994: 70). 
*1 See also Spinoza, TIE, $57 (with note y), $72. 
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What matters then, is that the spontaneous power of thinking, 
which every individual possesses in principle, can develop to such a 
level that it, as it were, strengthens itself, such that we “non facile malis 
affectibus afficiamur” (5p10s, beginning). The mind, according to an 
expression in the Tractatus de intellectus emendatione, becomes a kind 
of automa spirituale.” Then the imaginatio, inevitably still present, is 
taken up within the perspective of the mind as potestas (5p4s). Even 
the love of God is fostered by imagining to ourselves that many people 
share with us in this free gift of a love that does not desire any love in 
return (5p20 and 5p19). In this love we are not vulnerable to envy or 
jealousy (5p20). 

Once a certain threshold in the development of the power of the 
mind is surpassed, and, above all, once we are adequately capable of 
relating everything to God in our reflection, including ourselves and 
our emotions (5p15, resumed in 5p30-36), the mental part of our- 
selves becomes ever more powerful. This is that part we can consider 
to be “the eternal part” of ourselves, characterised by a “duratio (sive 
actualitas: 5p29s) sine relatione ad Corpus” (5p20s). In 5p21-40 that 
part will be studied in all its “eternal aspects”. As a pure activity, the 
mind is no longer primarily the expression of the body as inevitably 
embedded in the causal network of innumerable other bodies; rather 
the mind appears now as an expression of the substance which shares 
directly in the power of the substance; it is Deus quatenus (according 
to a formula in 1p15s). It shares in that divine power simultaneously 
with the other eternal intellectual essences, and these taken together 
constitute God’s unending intellect or idea (5p40s: conclusion of 
5p21-40). This, of course, is no longer the perspective of servitudo but 
of libertas hominis. 

The ethics of freedom—as we have seen—is described in Part 5 in 
two different ways: from the perspective of duration (5p1-20) and 
from the perspective of eternity (5p21-40). As has already been noted, 
the second perspective is actually not separate from the first, but is 
rather a dimension of the first which is explored more fully on its 
own. Ihe perspective of eternity is a perspective present ‘in’ the dura- 
tion, and this develops progressively (a “Mentis duratio sine relatione 
ad Corpus”: 5p20s). The propositions of 5p21-40 are sprinkled with 
references to progress and transition (e.g. 5p24-28, 5p39s referring to 


2 TIE, $85. 
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5p38-40).”” In a certain sense, the perspective of Part 5 itself is also 
again a renewal of the perspective in Part 4, but with the difference 
that what in Part 4 is still considered as relatively foreign to the ratio- 
nal being (the ideal of the free human being), here in Part 5, it is seen 
as belonging to the essential power of the mind.” This is expressly 
brought to the fore in the closing propositions of 5p41&42. Matheron 
points out that 5p1-20 can be read as a description of ‘the way’ that 
shows how one can effectively realise what in 4p65-73 is still described 
as a pure ideal.” It is also striking how in 5p41s human freedom is 
once again linked with the fundamentally active emotion or virtue of 
fortitudo in its two forms: religio (directed to God) and pietas (directed 
to others and things outside ourselves). In one of the concluding scho- 
lia (4p37s1) of the second part of Part 4 (4p19-37), the part that con- 
cerns the fundamental prescriptions of reason, or true virtue, attention 
is focussed on precisely the same virtues. What originally appears to 
rational beings as an almost unreachable ideal can, under favourable 
circumstances, become a reality which we can describe as beatitudo 
(5p42). All this is not as strange as it may seem. As Spinoza himself 
remarks (5p4s that concludes 5p2-4): “apprime notandum est, unum, 
eundemque esse appetitum, per quem homo tam agere, quam pati 
dicitur.” 


4. CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS 


Ultimately, what is the condition of the possibility for human freedom? 
It is not, as the Stoics thought, a disengagement from the emotions, 
nor as Descartes thought the working of the free will. The situation is 
actually the same as in the case of the illness and health of the human 
body. Illness is not cured through disengagement from the outside 
world, which is as much a precondition of existence as constituting a 
continuous threat of extinction. Rather, it is cured by strengthening 
the healthy body so that it thereby succeeds in developing processes 
through which what is external is at the service of what is one’s own, 
whereby the body becomes so powerful that, both individually as well 
as together with other (especially other human) bodies, it develops 


3 Rodis-Lewis (1986: 213). 
24 Bartuschat (1992: 383f.). 
235 Matheron (1969: 520). 
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magnificent forms of creative activity (in this connection, see what 
Spinoza asserts about the amazing things of which the human body 
is capable: 3p2s). 

The mind is capable of reaching a wonderful degree of autonomy. 
However, as Wolfgang Bartuschat rightly observes,” this is only pos- 
sible, if the mind succeeds in extensively developing its own unique 
self-conscious activity of adequate thinking. This thinking activity is 
more than scientific thinking, even if the joy of knowledge is already 
present in the ratio. For a complete triumph the mind has to push 
through to knowledge of the third kind and the free human being 
must see him/herself as an individual essence in God.” Outside intel- 
lectual thinking there is no true freedom. But that intellectual thinking 
may not remain at the level of purely theoretical knowledge. It is not 
just about truth or theory (even less is it about a “general, mystical 
view of nature”). It’s about practical truth, theory as practice, more 
precisely a meditative practice oriented to the particular.” 

As we have already noted, the change in perspective between Parts 4 
and 5 forms a kind of transition. The transition is from a rational mind 
still capable of being destabilised as expression of a body that cannot 
escape from fortuna, to a mind and a ratio whereby the latter acquires 
a kind of autonomy and automatism. That means that we are now in 
another perspective also with respect to the body. The rerum imag- 
ines, the brain processes, express in exactly the same way (ad amussin) 
the order and train of thought of the mind (5p1). This is Spinoza’s 
interpretation of “mens sana in corpore sano”. The meditative life 
of the mind, in which attention to any emotional change can lead to 
knowledge of the third kind, and the accompanying mental emotions, 
actually expressing a sequence of brain processes and bodily affects 
(imago seu affectus: 5p11dem) that witness the special autonomy of the 
human body in relation to its surroundings. In this context, it is not 
surprising that Spinoza is sometimes linked to Eastern forms of wis- 
dom and techniques of wisdom such as yoga that don’t have anything 


76 Bartuschat (1992: 316f. and 324f.). 
27 Matheron (1969: 564); De Dijn (1996: 255-258). 
8 As pertinently noted in: Mason (1997: 242). 
2 De Dijn (2001: 47-58). 
° Macherey (1994: 184). 
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to do with (an impossible) mastery of nature, but with mastery of that 
piece of nature that we are ourselves, of our own bodies.” 

Freedom and salvation (or true religion) are one and the same, 
according to Spinoza. Freedom does not mean escaping from things 
or from the course of nature. From that there is no escape: people 
can’t do what they can’t do; they can only act in the midst of other 
things and according to the laws of their own nature. That is the truth 
of determinism. However, this is not fatalism. Freedom can indeed 
come about, that is freedom as acting according to one’s own nature 
in the midst of nature as a whole. This means that although we are 
enormously dependent on nature whose power surpasses us without 
limit, we are simultaneously capable of finding a liberating peace-of- 
mind in and, through adequate thinking, especially in the form of 
intuitive knowledge, we remain a part of nature, but we no longer see 
ourselves as the playthings of fate. Whatever happens, we don’t suffer 
from it any more. To the contrary, everything becomes an occasion to 
contemplate the wonder of all that happens, including our own acts 
of contemplation. Everything becomes an occasion, not for a ceaseless 
longing for change, but for acceptance and delight (gloria: 5p36s).” 

These thoughts, which we mutatis mutandis encounter in different 
wisdom traditions, are beautifully expressed in the text linking Parts 
4 and 5 (4app32). Even though we cannot escape nature, with which, 
out of sheer necessity, we are always ‘in agreement’, there are still two 
ways in which this agreement can function: a way in which we inevi- 
tably suffer and are unhappy (linked with all kinds of anthropocentric 
illusions about oneself and nature, as described in lapp);*? and a way 
in which, equally inevitably, we are active, free, and happy. In this last 
way of life we realise our true ‘agreement’ with nature and affirm it in 
such a way that we do not regret the necessity of things, but treasure it 
as ‘divine’. Even the most terrible things can in this way be an occasion 
for a kind of reverence of God-Nature. 


31 See especially: Wetlesen (1979: 152ff.). 
32 A kind of “enchantment through disenchantment”; see: De Dijn (1996: 261). 
3 De Dijn (2002: 341-355). 


THE THIRD CATEGORY OF KNOWLEDGE AND THE 
RATIONAL LOVE OF GOD 


Thomas Kisser 


According to Spinoza, in the third category of knowledge man knows 
the individual and, in this knowing, experiences his own individ- 
uality in a new way, which Spinoza characterizes as the highest per- 
fection, “summa humana perfectio” (5p27dem). Although, according 
to Spinoza’s own opinion, it is unnecessary to have the third category 
of knowledge in order to understand the ontology, epistemology and 
doctrine of the affects of the Ethica, which are written in the second 
category of knowledge, the universal order of the understanding, ratio, 
or in order to arrange the life one leads according to this rationality, 
because this already follows from the universal principle of utility 
(5p36s); it is indeed necessary within an interpretation to explain 
Spinoza’s understanding of individuality and perfection, and to posi- 
tion this understanding in the epistemology of the Ethica. Especially, 
considering that the Ethica’s explicit remarks on the third type of 
knowledge and the rational love of God connected to it, amor Dei 
intellectualis, have always been regarded as insufficiently detailed, and 
in fact can only be understood as a logical conclusion of the entire 
text that precedes it. The interpretation of this part of the theory thus 
implies a holistic interpretation of the Ethica, which is here to be made 
clear, at least in its basic approach, which in a research situation (in 
which e.g. the thesis of a real contingency in Spinoza’s world was seri- 
ously brought to bear), also serves to render the interpretation clearer 
and is to the reader’s benefit. 

As a means of overcoming of the Cartesian separation of extension 
and thinking, Spinoza understands these fundamental and formative 
determinations of reality as forms of expression of the one substance. 
This reality, is in itself a pure and absolute reality, which sets nothing 
apart from itself, gives itself attributes, a priori forms of being, and in 
which differences become possible. As infinite virtualities, or media, 
the attributes make the individual possible; “unumquodque ens sub 
aliquo attributo debeat concipi” (1p10s). A double view, or a double 
nature, of that which appears in these double media is thus yielded. 


282 THOMAS KISSER 


On the one hand, each individual points to the medium as whose 
structural expression it must be understood; on the other, it points to 
its position within the infinite context, to its genesis, its contraposi- 
tion as opposed to other individuals, and finally its passing away, in 
which it shows itself as a most marginal part of that infinite virtuality 
(4app32). With this thesis of the marginality of man that tends to the 
infinite, Spinoza pays tribute to the condition humaine in modernity, 
which must recognize the disproportionality of man more and more 
to a reality infinite in and out of itself, this infinity itself being the 
work of a construing mind in which this mind constantly crosses the 
boundaries into the greatest and smallest. The question of man thus 
poses itself as a problem of the possibility of experiencing these new 
orders of the infinite, and the commensurability of man, a problem 
which—contrary to all ever returning protests of common sense— 
can only be solved reflexively. And this reflection has to formulate 
the connection between the two views of the finite being in its dual 
nature of restrictedness and its belongingness to infinity, a task which 
Spinoza poses for himself with the theory of true knowledge and the 
true praxis connected with it. 

The medial logic of attributes thus poses itself in the very aspects that 
interest us, that of individuality and that of perfection, over against the 
tradition. Let us first regard the understanding of perfection. Of the 
four forms of causality, Spinoza rejects one completely. Whereas for 
Aristotle the causa finalis integrates all other causal forms, making 
them into a sensible occurrence—only in its wherefore do we truly 
recognize things and events—, Spinoza can see in this formulation of 
an end-cause only the product of an individual and social view that 
posits itself as an absolute, but that is all the more petty and stubborn, 
that would measure outer reality according to the mete of its own life 
or the social context, yet in truth cannot lay claim to any universal 
validity. According to Spinoza, the concepts that are here posited as 
norms for judgment come, to put it pointedly, from the refusal and 
approval structures proceeding out of individual and social fulfil- 
ment and denial, structures which, factually yielded from knowledge- 
economic criteria, are erroneously understood as timeless essences, 
and hence function as prejudices in the ideological sense, praejudicia 
(2p40s1). At the level of substance and attributes as an entirety that 
realises itself thoroughly and permanently, which cannot be left and 
observed from without by anyone, reality can as an entirety, but also 
in particulars, at any time only be conceived of as perfect (1p33s2). 


THE THIRD CATEGORY OF KNOWLEDGE 283 


Goals imply lacking, so how can God have goals (lapp)? Hence the 
material-, the formal-, and the efficient cause remain, which form the 
material structures of reality and make up their synthesis, their perfect- 
ion. We shall find these three forms of causality again in the categories 
of knowledge. 

The more specific characterization of the efficient cause, which 
appropriates the character of genetic causality, yields a second funda- 
mental aspect of the contraposition to the tradition, a reversal of the 
classical form/material-conceptuality. The formal determination of 
reality, extension or thought, constitutes a fundamental virtuality 
determined through whatever content. Each individuum is, as modifi- 
cation, a content in which the substance renders the attribute concrete. 
The form as such, thought or extension, here presents a zero degree of 
actuality, which is only realized through individual things. No longer 
does form actualize matter, but matter, instead, actualizes form.' Here 
can be seen the concept of the expression of substance: Substance 
affects itself in the virtual forms of the attributes in order to bring 
itself to portrayal for itself, and exactly this must be understood both 
in general and in the concrete. 

Within Being, to be understood as formal and virtual unity, as a 
highest quality—extension or thought—the differences are gradual, the 
individuum is a certain degree of Being, in the most universal respect 
a degree of power that in a certain way portrays substance formally 
(1p26). The individuum gains this form through its place in the whole, 
omnis determinatio est negatio, to put it pointedly, the individuum is 
nothing other than this place, and hence the network of its relations.’ 
It is clear how the concept of form changes: whereas traditionally the 
form is positively conceived of as a figure, it is now understood as nega- 
tion or two-sided form. Categorically speaking, the synthesis of reality 
and negation generates a certain reality in this limitation. Hence, nega- 
tion must not be understood as negating, but as the basis of our rela- 
tions to others. 

This conception of the individual denies itself any classifying logic 
in which the individual only appears as a case of a general concept, 


1 Reisinger (1987). 

2 In this respect Spinoza stands in the continuity of the concept of the univocity of 
Being, which, starting from Duns Scotus, dominates the traditions of modern thought 
to a considerable extent and introduces a new conception of the individuum (on this 
Honnefelder (1990), Deleuze (1998)). 
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an essence, with which it can be judged in a normative sense with 
respect to its perfection or imperfection. As consciousness, this singu- 
larity casts an irreducible perspective on the world, and, insofar as it 
has understood it, must grant such a perspective to each of the others 
as well. At the same time it is placed as a position in a regular context 
that makes it an object of necessary knowledge. Only in this crossing 
of absolute speciality with the necessary position can the individual 
become the object of an especially privileged form of knowledge that 
then implies and must appropriate the reflexive form of a perspective 
of all perspectives. 

The individuum defines itself, then, exactly in terms of its degree of 
being or of self-empowerment. This self-empowerment itself is never 
absolute either (5praef), but gradual. An absoluteness as it is thought 
in the theory of the free will would demand an ontological isolation of 
the individuum from its environment, which contradicts the holistic 
character of reality. The text of the Ethica, especially the fifth part, 
connects the concept of power with the grammatical form of the com- 
parative and the superlative, minus, major, potentior, maximus, etc. It 
is in terms of his self-empowerment that man treats his infinite 
marginality. Within man this gradual power takes on the form of the 
competition of knowledge and affect structure in the sense of passion, 
and its highest form, which, however, as such does not annihilate the 
affects either (5p20s), is the third category of knowledge, in which right 
knowledge and praxis receive a quantitative, yet life-practical definitive 
emphasis over the passions. 

Thus, we have passed over into the epistemological significance of 
the theory of the three causes. The causal forms are encountered once 
again at the level of the mens, or of knowing, for the ideas, in accord- 
ance with the independence of the attributes, cannot be understood as 
mere representations of bodies, but must be understood as entities in 
the attribute of thought, i.e. themselves as a network of relations. The 
representations must consequently be understood as the positing of 
relations in an idea, as consciousness of something as something, and 
thus display the power of an idea in the different degrees. 

The first form of the power of an idea, corresponding to the causa 
materialis, pertains to contents as mere contents: the first category of 
knowledge gives the structured sensory perception and results from 
the capability to be affected in multiple ways. Although this perception 
as such is never false, at this level any genetic connection escapes us. 
Through this the possibility arises to understand things independently, 
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i.e. for themselves, to place them into an abstract timeframe and to 
determine them as contingent occurrences. We posit these contingent 
occurrences—although we do so in following a law unknown to us— 
according to the order of association, wherein Spinoza sees the core of 
false knowledge (2p35s). Seen practically, the individuum understands 
itself in a contingent world as an independent individual and believes 
itself capable of self-determination in the dubious entity of free will. In 
this combination of essentialistic concepts and the appeal to a free will, 
Spinoza can only see the raising of one’s own perspective to an abso- 
lute, which cannot cancel man’s marginality, but merely presents the 
expression of the highest impotence and estrangement of the human 
mind from itself and the world (2p44&48&49). 

In the second category, the second mode of power of the mind, 
we understand the contents due to a comparison and observation of 
their common modes of operation and thus articulate their common 
notions, notiones communes (2p29s). There are the most general modes 
of operation, such as the attributes themselves—all bodies operate in 
the same manner—but, there are also less general modes of operation. 
So it is primarily humans, and not other things, that have the affects 
Spinoza deduces. The multiplicity of possibilities to affect thus pro- 
motes the ability to compare and to form general notions or common 
forms. At the level of general notions begins true knowledge. True 
knowledge is yielded by the mens itself, methodically, through com- 
parison and inference—a process of making which is itself conscious. 
The idea becomes the genetic notion of the methodical generation of 
a state of affairs. Thus the state of affairs of the circle follows from the 
idea of describing a circle. As the circle’s realisation, the fact of describ- 
ing a circle forms the idea of the idea of the circle, and as a methodical 
mode of generation, it forms the actually true idea of the circle. The 
true idea hence shows itself not primarily through its agreement with 
the object, but in that it—even if it is regarded without reference to 
the object, “sine relatione ad objectum consideratur” (2d4)—contains 
in a constructive way, and free of any doubt, the idea of the object. 
The idea of the description of the circle thus provides the intrinsically 
doubt-resistant operation of the circle, without one still having to check 
whether it were true. The idea of the idea hence takes on the conscious- 
ness of certainty (2p21s). We encounter the causa efficiens again as a 
constructivist theory of an operative mens. For the second category 
of knowledge this mode of operation shows itself as a common form, 
which we derive from the attributes qua highest forms. 
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Consistently, it is also the mens itself, our consciousness, as an entity 
in the attribute of the thought of an idea, a modification that God forms 
in the infinite understanding of our body, which corresponds more or 
less exactly to the notio completa in Leibniz’ theory (2p13). This idea 
of God (in the sense of a genetivus subjectivus) contains—objectively— 
our life, and insofar as contents of this life follow alone from this one 
idea that we are, life is adequately constructed and construed through 
this idea itself. This causality must arise in the acting idea itself, i.e. 
in our consciousness as an idea of the idea (2p34): life becomes self- 
effected, and thus self-conscious, life. It is apparent how, according to 
this parallelism, action does not set itself against thought or knowl- 
edge, but against passion alone. 

The third category of knowledge in this sense of the conscious lead- 
ing of life goes beyond things’ universal forms of operation and under- 
stands the individual things and events in their individual structure, 
in the highest possible degree of concretion. The events are not then 
understood as a common form in common notions which pertain 
to several modi, but in the individual genesis of their content. The 
genetic causality here completes the material and the formal aspect 
of knowledge, it, as one might say, connects these immediately, even 
to an intuition that Spinoza characterizes also through their temporal 
immediacy, so to speak, their infinite speed (2p40s2). Man can thus 
prove to be a real individuum according to Spinoza’s definition, as an 
integral and complex centre, and the cause of his own movements and 
actions, as the actual locus of experience of genetic causality. 

The second category of knowledge that the text of the Ethica carries 
contains, after the doctrine of God, the doctrine of knowledge, i.e. of 
the affections that we make into ideas and of the affects. An affect is 
an affection that not only leaves behind a trace in us that we attribute 
to an outer object, but changes our state in the sense of more or less 
perfection, i.e. regarded subjectively, it causes pleasure or displeasure. 
Our state is here determined at first minimalistically, as striving to 
preserve one’s state. We succeed in this, as Spinoza says, insofar as 
we are in ourselves: “Unaquaeque res, quantum in se est, in suo esse 
perseverare conatur.” (3p6) Here one can understand the in se esse, 
the Being-in-oneself as a fundamental determination of Being, as if 
through it a self-foundation of the entity is given, a determination that 
in itself primarily and also in an absolutely unrestricted way falls to 
the share of substance as the cause of itself, causa sui. Yet in a univo- 
cal understanding of Being this Being-in-oneself must belong to every 
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stable being. The proposition cited brings us to exactly this expression. 
Insofar as something definite is in itself, it strives to preserve itself in 
its state, and insofar as this is left up to it, it will always do this; but 
insofar as it must last in a different world, this becomes a question 
of its power. If it can do something for its continuation in its own 
actions, Spinoza speaks of actio. If it preserves itself and increases itself 
actively, Spinoza speaks of virtue, virtus (4d8). It is clear how all these 
determinations also form the basal determinations of the mens, which 
as a finite thing is conatus, and insofar as it can unfold its efficacy, 
passes over into actio and virtus. 

The consciousness of the affect, i.e. of pleasure or displeasure, is 
connected with the attribution to an outer object yields the desire, or 
the will, in the sense that: I desire x, because it once gave me plea- 
sure, or I do not desire x, because it once caused me pain. Contrary 
to substance, which does not strive, the finite conscious being posits 
ends according to the standards of its experiences, adjusting its striv- 
ing accordingly. Insofar as the finite consciousness is capable not only 
of empirically grasping its affective structuredness, but also of under- 
standing its universal validity as a structure of the human body and 
consciousness, it forms common notions, which, on its own behav- 
iour, constitute the affect doctrine of the Ethica in the narrower sense. 
Generally speaking, from the concept of striving as a power of pres- 
ervation it follows that affects and actions never appear isolated, but 
in an inner congruity that at first is not clear to us. The bad affects 
consist, after all, in the restriction of our own efficacy, and dull us in 
the sense of that raising of our own perspective and false formation of 
the concepts, previously mentioned, to the level of absolutes. Here the 
bad affect, as such is not conscious, but shows itself in the first place as 
a fixation of which we are only conscious of as an object in the sense 
that: I want such and such. The most essential content of the doctrine 
of affects is, hence, that love for outer, finite objects generates standards 
in us which these objects never meet, so that the entanglement in such 
networks of expectation and disappointment can render us ever more 
impotent and lead us to an addictive process (5p20s) in which we 
want ever more and can do ever less. The first step in self-recognition 
here is the knowledge of one’s own restrictedness, or as one might 
say: one’s own state of damage. In this knowledge, though, there lies 
already a power that strives to continue on. If one can escape from 
the self-fortifying negative circles on the basis of such self-recognition, 
then a positive self-fortifying circle begins in which the individuum 
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becomes more stable and his power against negative affects greater. 
The doctrine of affects proceeds after the description of such negative 
processes to the description of what Spinoza calls the free man’s way 
of life, that of one who is guided by the ratio (4p68-73). The dictates 
of reason, dictamina rationis are the formulation of this conception of 
life as the goal of our striving. The common notions of the affects and 
the image of the free man then become a practical instruction in right 
living. Inasmuch as these dictates of reason are understood as calcula- 
tions toward our utility, they must not be understood as norms which 
address a free will in the sense of a libertas indifferentiae. But instead, 
they offer technical insights into our life which we then make into 
instrumentally defined goals, because we promise ourselves a strength- 
ening through them. In the dictamina rationis we posit the general 
insights into the affects as maxims for action and concrete imperatives 
according to our striving toward fortification. If we define ourselves at 
the second level of knowledge according to a conception of right living, 
we do determine ourselves very well as end-oriented beings. Yet the 
teleological structure gains no ontological dignity through this. How- 
ever, according to Spinoza, the images affect our striving in a positive 
or negative sense as efficient causes and determine it to do this rather 
than that. Insofar as we use the rational conception of man as such a 
guiding principle for our action, we shall have good experiences with 
ourselves and the world. So, although the dictamina rationis appear to 
consciousness as ends, we really affect ourselves with them in the sense 
of an efficient cause in the orientation of our striving (4praef). 
Principally, every affect can be understood on this basis and, as it 
increases one’s own understanding, become the efficient cause of joy. 
It is true of all men that when they suffer harm at the hands of others, 
they experience pain (AD3), they therefore hate these others (AD7) 
and will attempt out of anger to cause harm to those others as well 
(AD36), as long as they are not hindered in this by another affect. The 
understanding, though, is capable of loosing the ideas which are forced 
upon us by external circumstances, in the context of bad affects, e.g. 
the wish for revenge, and restricting and overcoming them with other 
thoughts in which we make ourselves aware of what truly benefits us, 
for instance, by recognising that in the long run it is better to confront 
the wrath of others with love (4app11). In following these maxims 
we become more powerful and ever more aware that right ideas can 
restrict false ideas, as they are more stable in time and more compre- 
hensive in their content (5p20s). So we begin to determine our feelings 


THE THIRD CATEGORY OF KNOWLEDGE 289 


ourselves. They now no longer influence us primarily as the effects of 
state-altering exterior affections, but are effected by ourselves and push 
back the degree of efficacy of negative feelings ever more. The success 
of this method generates a first form of the love of God (5p20). God, 
in this sense, becomes the universal context, i.e. the common notion 
of God (2p45) once experienced becomes a universal frame of ref- 
erence, and is recognized as the initial cause of the process of one’s 
own perfection. Hence, the strength of this affect also depends upon 
how many men we can include in this order. To this affect, the rational 
love of God, is nothing other than directe counterpoised, as Spinoza 
notes. Indeed this love of God comes about as a result of the cancel- 
lation of the contraposition which the bad affects imply. Although it 
marks the sovereignty against the affects, it also marks this as the end 
of a conflict. The success, i.e. truth, of the second category of knowl- 
edge lies in that we understand ourselves as parts of a universal con- 
text, e.g. of the affect structure, and on the basis of these insights seek 
to strengthen our positive affects, and so generate positive affects in 
the course of this re-orientation. This self-understanding renders us 
only partially comprehensible, however, for “[w]hat is common to all 
things...and is equally in the part and in the whole, does not consti- 
tute the essence of any singular thing” (2p37). And in so doing the 
individuum thus takes a detour to itself, the notiones communes, the 
execution of a rational life planning continues to be the framework 
and form that we follow, in the sense of an establishment of aims, 
always in the performative difference to life itself and yet displays the 
lack of final concretion in which the substance expresses itself in the 
individual. Goal setting in the dictamina rationis shows the conflictual 
character of the second category of knowledge, in which we start from 
the affections and seek to penetrate the affects. Materially, though, the 
concepts or ideas of individual things that God has of these things 
precede the common notions. The latter only thematise one aspect, a 
certain operation. Without the basic individual concepts, the common 
notions could neither be objectified, nor would there be a mens which 
could form a common notion from becoming conscious of its own 
mode of operation. This last concretion is not achieved in the second, 
but only in the third category of knowledge. The third category of 
knowledge springs from the second, but no longer takes the refer- 
ence to its own action by the detour of a rule-consciousness and by 
positing ends, but rather realises self-consciousness immediately as the 
consciousness of its own action. Only here does knowledge become 
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a present expression of the situation. We understand an interaction 
with another—the third category of knowledge remains bound to the 
interaction, or more precisely, binds itself to it anew—in its regular 
course. Knowledge is now no longer born through the deduction and 
referred to praxis through dictamina. We rather recognize the other, 
be it in his positivity, be it in his negativity, in the course of the inner 
necessity itself. This presupposes the affect-freedom in the sense of the 
second category of knowledge on the part of the knower, and further 
concretises the objectivity. If one wanted to describe this with respect 
to content, one could only do it in the form of a narration, for a trac- 
tatus runs up against its limits here. In a movement that resembles 
the Aristotelian theoria as highest praxis, though, the individual mind 
recognizes not only an other in its individuality, i.e. the most concrete 
reality, but thus also changes itself into a recognizing form, which is 
the most concrete reality. 

Spinoza opens this final material complex of the Ethica with the 
interesting, almost ironical formulation that it were now time, “tem- 
pus igitur jam est”, to pass on to things, “which pertain to the Mind’s 
[mentis] duration without relation to the body,” (5p20s). The form- 
ulation is somewhat surprising, the eternity of the mens being the 
topic of what follows, and not its duration. From this perspective, an 
alternative reading has already been formulated.’ Yet is the text really 
incomprehensible? For it can in fact only be about the echo of eternity 
in duration, if one does not wish to sunder eternity and duration 
definitively. Spinoza himself reproduces the paradox of eternity in 
time at least twice when he explains the argumentation of the fifth 
part in such a way as to attempt a treatment of both the third cat- 
egory of knowledge (5p31s) and the intellectual love of God (5p33s) 
as though they had only just begun to be. He also speaks of our feel- 
ing and experiencing, ‘sentimus experimurque’, that we are eternal 
(5p23s). So it must be about a synthesis of essence and existence which 
becomes noticeable in time; otherwise one formulates an otherworldli- 


> Bartuschat (1999: 562): [It is now time to go on to that which pertains to the mind 
without relation to the duration of the body, quae ad mentem sine relatione ad cor- 
porem pertinent, instead of: mentis durationem sine relatione ad corporem] Es ist nun 
an der Zeit, zu dem überzugehen, was den Geist ohne Beziehung auf die Dauer des 
Körpers betrifft, quae ad mentem sine relatione ad corporem pertinent, statt: mentis 
durationem sine relatione ad corporem (cf. Gebhardt (1925: 390)). 
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ness of eternity which is catastrophic for the theory, one similar to the 
everyday consciousness which places eternity in a life after death. 

Leaving the body out of the discussion actually fits into Spinoza’s 
conception of truth, i.e. of the true idea, that is regarded here with- 
out relation to its object, the body. Here the actio of the mens as such 
becomes apparent. Also for the mens itself the consciousness of its own 
doing shows itself and yields the satisfaction, acquiescentia (AD25), 
as rational and not egocentrical self-consciousness. The virtue of the 
recognition as the mode of efficacy of its spontaneity is thus noth- 
ing other than the truth that at once contains the consciousness of 
its generation and thus generates self-consciousness. In the complete 
comprehension of a process the idea that we are, the individual mens 
as idea of our body (2p13) becomes the lone cause of that which we 
understand and to which we agree. So the insight no longer arises from 
our referring affections to the idea of the universal necessary context, 
which we formulate sometimes more, sometimes less comprehensively 
in the notiones communes, but alone from our being active in complete 
harmony with the situation. Being active means developing one’s own 
state of being autonomously: unfolding of the self. The third category of 
knowledge thus completes the parallelistic concept of action, which does 
not occur as a transition of thought into reality, but formulates itself as 
a completed reality in thought itself. Subsequently, it is most important 
that this theory be shown in its highest form as reality of consciousness 
and of the consequences connected to this. No more and no less must 
be demonstrated in the proofs of the Ethica’s last 21 propositions. 

The starting point is a contraposition: imagining and remembering, 
imaginari and recordari, can only be assigned to the duration of the 
mens (5p21), to which, however, the idea of the mens itself, the idea that 
expresses the essence of the body under the form of eternity, counter- 
poises, which transcends imagination and remembrance (5p22), which 
follows universally from the ontology of the mens (1p25). Due to the 
givenness in the idea that God has of us, the mens maintains an eter- 
nity that protects it from the complete destruction through death 
(5p23). This idea contains the essence of our body, the fact or content 
of its life under the form of eternity. The train of thought thus adopts 
first a formal and abstract stance toward the concept of the idea in 
God’s understanding that we ourselves are, in order then gradually to 
unfold the necessary properties of this idea on the one hand, and on 
the other hand to demonstrate the appearance of this state of affairs, 
the eternity of the mind, in human reality. So it is especially important 
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for the Ethica’s closing train of thought that the conclusions from the 
theory of the mens be pointed out in our experience. This imparts itself 
to the mind in the perception of its own procedure, its performance. 
For the proving itself brings with it the consciousness of an untimely 
necessity (5p23s). After the indication of the most concrete objects 
of knowledge, the individual things (5p24), Spinoza shows how this 
knowledge of individual things can affect the mind itself. For insofar 
as we completely understand, we ourselves posit the fact of our idea. 
This completeness provides the crucial connection between the object 
and the subject of knowledge. For in accordance with the complete 
deduction of an encounter we are no longer only this state of affairs, 
e.g. the definite relation to another human, but we posit this state of 
affairs for ourselves. In this most concrete knowledge man actualizes 
himself most intensively (5p25) and strives naturally to preserve this 
highest actuality of himself, or to intensify it further (5p26). As our 
own reality follows from our own action, which means that we become 
the complete cause of a definite content of our life, we achieve the 
highest satisfaction, acquiescentia. Self-consciousness is thus no formal 
structure, but the concrete sovereignty over one’s own life (5p27). This 
striving and the satisfaction that follows from it can only arise from 
out of the second or third, but not from the first category of knowl- 
edge, which is obvious, but which also goes to show that the third cat- 
egory of knowledge merges with the integral and genetic knowledge of 
an individual thing out of the concrete, though still general, concepts 
of the second category of knowledge. This makes clear how the mind 
realises the reference to the eternal content of the idea for itself, which 
is at first abstract, and that this realisation can only refer to the eternal 
content of this idea (5p29). This eternal content points then immedi- 
ately to the structure of substance as such in which the modus can then 
position itself. The modus conceives itself through God’s essentiality, 
specifically as a concrete individuum (5p30). This eternal, indestruc- 
tible individuality has the status of a formal cause for its own actions 
(5p31). Naturally this idea, which God has of the individual mind, 
and which is itself this individual mind, is always already there as a 
moment of God’s eternal context, yet here the issue is the realisation 
of this idea for the individual consciousness itself, for which it only 
now comes into being as an object (5p31s). In the biographical context 
we come into our sovereignty or eternity, whereas de re, i.e. in God’s 
understanding, it always was and always will be. 
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The affective dimension of this third category of knowledge is joy, 
which through God’s absolute context is grounded with and in the 
known individual things, and thus, aside from the highest satisfaction 
with itself, it also includes an indestructible (5p33) intellectual love 
for God (5p32). Our self-consciousness, in which we posit ourselves, 
proves hence to be the self-consciousness of substance itself, which as 
such is a pure, intellectual love (5p35), which only becomes under- 
standable under the condition of its self-modification to differentiated 
beings (5p36). This corresponds entirely to that theory of truth accord- 
ing to which all ideas, even those which we ourselves are, are those of 
an infinite understanding. This is also about the structural identity of 
our experience with the deductions of the Ethica from which Spinoza 
concludes their real truth. In this identity the love of man for God is 
revealed to be the love of God for himself (5p37). This status tran- 
scends every contraposition and exteriority and proves the complete 
qualitative identity of modus and substance in proportion to the cona- 
tus realized. The human mind is capable of raising itself to this abso- 
lute reality insofar as it is in the position to form common notions and 
knowledge of the individual, and to develop its own perfection in the 
sense of its state of being (5p38&39&40). These three propositions bear 
witness through their position in the text to the continuity of the third 
category of knowledge with the basal structure of the conatus. Thus 
self-consciousness proves to be the self-consciousness of God, which 
must be presupposed in a universal sense. Yet this presupposition is 
not made abstract, but is rather always already given as conatus, i.e. as 
the Being-in-itself of the finite being as well. This basal Being-in-itself 
as the structure of all Being also gives to the mens its structure as self- 
reference which consequently does not arise out of nothing biographi- 
cally either, but which presents the highest quality of self-preservation, 
as the conatus is somewhat insufficiently called. On the other hand, the 
true sense of this basal structure of Being proves to be an expressive 
occurrence of substance only in light of such a self-conscious exis- 
tence. In his doing, man gains an immediate self-relation which yields 
happiness beyond any circulation, in the sense of a transeunt causality 
or exchange. The happiness does not arise as an appendix to virtue, 
let alone in the sense of an exchange. Happiness is rather the affective 
side of virtue itself. In true knowledge, as an autonomous and genetic 
development of the idea that we ourselves are, the Being-in-itself takes 
on the formation of life. These actions can no longer be determined in 
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contrast to thought and knowing, but unite theory and praxis entirely 
in the sense of the parallelism of extension and thought. We do what 
we are for ourselves, and we are for ourselves what we do. The point 
of departure for the third category of knowledge is hence no longer 
universal forms that yet determine the positing of ends, but the origi- 
nal dynamic givenness of our self, the material in the form in which 
it concretizes the attribute. As much as we are capable of geneticizing 
this original content, we invert the direction of normal knowledge from 
the contents to the forms, or complete our normal mode of recog- 
nition at least through a second direction which starts from our own 
self and thus sets our own content both as the point of departure and 
as the product of our self. Epistemologically, we disclose, albeit intui- 
tively, our own state of being by forming it as the idea of ideas, which 
we posit from our concrete actions in knowing. In realising our own 
state of being, the idea that we ourselves are, and our actions occur as 
conclusions from this irreducible individuality that we are, we posit 
ourselves autonomously as the formal cause of our self. Inasmuch as 
man lives this unity with the world, he mediates the duality and bears 
witness to the unity of receptivity and spontaneity, of essence and 
existence, of temporality and eternity. The basis of this unity with the 
world is the love of God, in which the oldest structure of metaphysics, 
the unity of genetivus subjectivus and genetivus objectivus repeated to a 
love that seeks nothing more and can allow everything to occur. 


REMARKS ON THE IMMORTALITY 
OF THE SOUL IN SPINOZA! 


Alexandre Matheron 


Is the partial eternity of the soul for Spinoza a true immortality? Not, 
of course, in the usual sense, for it has nothing in common with an 
indefinite duration. But in the proper sense of the word ‘immortality’? 
Can one say that the soul, insofar as it has something eternal about 
it, does not die? Spinoza says: remanet (5p23). And yet the body dies 
completely, although it also has something eternal about it. How is 
this possible? 


Eternity is “existence itself, insofar as it is conceived to follow necessar- 
ily from the definition alone of the eternal thing” (1d8). Two remarks 
on this: first, this definition does not restrict itself to distinguishing 
things that possess the property from those that do not possess it. If 
eternity is existence itself envisaged under a certain aspect (i.e. a certain 
aspect of all existence), then all things must display this characteris- 
tic in one way or another; the only question is whether their entire 
existence is included in it. If so, they are eternal without restriction; 
if not, then they at least have something eternal about them. Second, 
because of an apparently clumsy formulation, this definition has a 
double meaning. In the one sense, the existence of a thing is eternal 
inasmuch as it is conceived as following necessarily from the mere 
definition of this thing; in a second, derived sense, the existence of a 
thing is eternal inasmuch as it is conceived of as following necessar- 
ily from the mere definition of another thing that is itself eternal in 
the former sense. Hence, two evident conclusions can be drawn: God 
is unrestrictedly eternal in the former sense (1p19), and the infinite 
modes are unrestrictedly eternal in the latter (1p21, 1p21dem, 1p22). 
As regards the finite modes, they still have something eternal about 
them in the derivative sense. In order to prove this, a threefold analysis 


1 The text has first appeared in 1972 in Les Etudes Philosophiques and has been 
reprinted in 1986 in a collection of articles by Matheron under the title “Anthropologie 
et politique au XVII siècle, pp. 7-16, Paris (VRIN) 1986. 
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is necessary. In the first place, the finite modes exist alternatively in 
two different ways: if they are only contained in God’s attributes, their 
existence is incomplete, or inactual; if, on the other hand, they are 
contained in God’s attributes and have duration as well, their exist- 
ence is complete, or actual (2p8, 2p8c). The demonstration of 2p11 
identifies this second sort of existence immediately with actual exist- 
ence). Incomplete existence cannot be reduced to a pure possibility: 
from the fact that the essence of a thing can be constructed without 
contradiction from the corresponding divine attribute (or from the 
mere conceivability of this thing, which amounts to the same) follows 
not only that this thing can exist, but from thence alone, regard- 
less of any relation to exterior causes, it follows as well that it must 
exist someday (1p16). A thing’s essence is its being-destined-to-exist, 
or God’s property of being necessarily destined to produce it. This 
essence, considered on its own, very well has an actual existence, as 
the attribute whose property it is actually exists itself} and an actu- 
ally eternal existence, as this follows from the definition of God. But 
the thing whose essence it is, insofar as it only exists in this way, still 
only strives to exist: God must produce it, but will only produce it 
then, when certain conditions converge (1p28); where they do not, it 
keeps striving eternally. And the thing’s complete existence consists 
in the actualisation of this tendency, which occurs only if and as long 
as the context produced by the other, already actualised, finite modes 
allows. Only then is the thing said to have duration. Hence follows, as 
M. Gueroult demonstrates,’ the relation of the finite modes to the 
infinite modes: The immediate infinite mode is the eternal totality 
of essences, or of the eternal tendencies to exist; the mediate infinite 
mode is the eternal totality of the non-eternal, actual existences. 

In the second place, actual existence presents itself under two 
aspects. These aspects accord to the two types of causality which deter- 
mine actual existence, and preference can be given to either of the 
two. These are: its nature and its duration (2p45s). The duration, or 
the continuation, of the thing regarded purely on its own, is actually 
unbounded (2d5), but exterior causes assign a beginning and an end 
to it. So if we disregard its ontological fundament, and envision it only 
with reference to the phenomenal connection, whose determinism 
escapes us, we are condemned to imagine it as a sort of haphazardly 


2 Gueroult (1968, Ch. XI: 309-325). 
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divisible quantity (2p45s, Ep. 12). The ontological fundament, or “very 
nature of existence”, for its own part, is identified by Spinoza immed- 
iately with the conatus (2p45s). What does it really mean to exist? It 
means to act (“to be, to act, and to live, i.e., to actually exist”, 4p21), to 
produce the effects that follow from our nature and tend to conserve it. 
Who does nothing is nothing (1p36), and who does something strives 
to persevere in his Being (3p6). The conatus is the eternal power to 
exist, of which our essence consists, and yet it is also something more: 
it is our very essence, but this inasmuch as it factually yields certain 
of its consequences (3p7, 3p7dem) in the mediate infinite mode, in 
accordance with its eternal tendency in the immediate infinite mode. 
To tend to actualise oneself is, for our essence, to tend to give oneself 
affections, to pass through all the states compatible with one’s nature 
(cf. 3ADlexp), as much as possible, to do everything one can. To 
exist actually is to happen successfully, totally or partially. To happen 
successfully, because the affections, insofar as they all follow out of one 
and the same essence, which they cannot contradict, form a coherent 
system that produces and reproduces itself permanently, as long as 
no external obstacle hinders it (3p4&6); it is to tend to continue to 
happen successfully. A self-regulating system of affections, considered 
purely according to their content, without regard to their duration; 
this is definitely the “very nature” of our actual existence. 

Third, this “very nature” is itself double: it contains a passive and 
an active part. For the exterior causes do not restrict themselves to 
allowing our affections a duration, but also alter their content. On the 
one hand, through mutilation: they prevent our essence from giving 
itself all the affections it would give itself if it could only actualise itself 
alone; even those which they allow are altered and cut off (cf. esp. 
4p59dem1). On the other hand, through distortion: under their influ- 
ence our affections follow mostly in an order which is for us disor- 
der, because it does not follow from the laws of nature alone. This is 
the ransom that we pay for their cooperation in the maintenance of 
our own existence. But distortion and mutilation are not absolutely 
universal. Every affection, taken only as isolated and in its totality, 
is admittedly passive: nothing ever befalls us that does not bear the 
mark of the world. But every affection also has an active aspect: the 
properties that are common to our body and all other bodies (cf. 
2p38), or to our body and certain other bodies by which it is usually 
affected (cf. 2p39). And it also happens that certain of our affections 
can be connected according to a logical order explainable by means of 
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our own laws alone (cf. 5p10). Even if the expression is not entirely 
appropriate, one can call these connections and aspects ‘active affec- 
tions’. One can, then, ask: is the content of these, apart from their 
duration (i.e. apart from the moment of their appearance and of 
their disappearance, and the longer or shorter period of time within 
which they manifest themselves), not conceived through our essence 
alone, which is itself conceived through the mere nature of the attri- 
bute from whence it follows? And does this not mean, as this content 
constitutes one of the two constituent parts of the “very nature” of 
our actual existence, that the definition of eternity in the second sense 
has a confirmation in this content? Surely it must seem paradoxical 
that one connects something to eternity which must finally disappear. 
And, factually, in our concrete reality the content of our active affec- 
tions is inseparable from their duration: The non-thinking modes are 
thoroughly mortal. Nevertheless, although this is only an abstraction, 
it remains true that this content, as such and on its own, is no longer at 
all dependent upon exterior causes. Hence follows a third dichotomy 
as exhaustive as the first, but which corresponds, this time, to two 
ways of conceiving things, “as actual” or “as true, or real” (5p29s): the 
duration of all of our (active and passive) affections, and the content 
of our passive affections, are subsumed under the category of present 
actual existence (5p29s) or existence considered in its “relation to a 
certain time and place” (5p29s); our essence and the content of the 
active affections that follow from it are subsumed under the category 
of eternity, or existence as “contained in God and to follow from the 
necessity of the divine nature” (5p29s). Thus, eternity shines forth in 
the heart of all that has duration: as this is existence itself insofar as it 
can be deduced from essence, all actual existence participates in it. 


This participation in eternity as such is not yet immortality. But, in the 
attribute of thought, it becomes immortality. For, in this attribute, the 
“something eternal” which all actual existence conceals within itself 
is no longer only the result of an abstraction: in this case, it is really 
independent of duration. And that without any rupture in the parallel- 
ism: it suffices to understand the meaning of the latter well. One often 
reasons as if the essence of the idea of a body simply corresponds to 
the essence of this body, and as though the actually existing idea of this 
body corresponds to an actually existing body; but this is not the case, 
and it falsifies everything. The equivalent of the essence of the body is 
the idea of the essence of the body, that of the actually existing body is 
the idea of the actually existing body, and these two sorts of ideas are 
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each perfectly actual. There is in God actually an idea of His essence 
and of everything that follows from His essence (2p3): so, of every- 
thing, i.e. both of the essences and of the existences (5p22, 5p22dem). 
It is the order of these ideas that must be the same as the order of that 
which is thought in them (2p7). Whether this ‘epistemological’ par- 
allelism ‘privileges’ thought over the other attributes or not is really 
only a question of words: in any case each attribute is distinguished 
through its special character. Let us then take Spinozism as it is: the 
activity of thought consists in producing ideas, that of extension in 
producing bodies, and the latter cannot all be brought forth at once, 
whereas the former can. This can hardly have been more difficult for 
Spinoza than the capability of our understanding to conceive things 
that do no longer or do not yet exist. And yet it changes everything. 
Let us consider first of all, at the level of the immediate infinite 
mode, the case of a corporeal, non-actualised essence. The body exists, 
according to the hypothesis, only insofar as it is contained in the attri- 
bute of extension. Its idea only exists insofar as it is contained in the 
idea of extension, a constitutive element of the idea of God (2p8c) 
which Spinoza in another passage equates with the infinite under- 
standing (Ep. 64). In other words, it exists to the same degree as that 
to which our adequate ideas exist in our understanding, no more 
and no less. The parallelism is, then, quite precisely respected, and in 
two ways. On the one hand, we have seen that the essence of a body, 
inasmuch as it consists in a property of God, according to which He 
must one day, sooner or later, necessarily produce this body, enjoys 
as such—and only as such—an eternal actual existence. It is conse- 
quently normal that something eternally actual corresponds to it in 
thought; and this correlate, for the reasons just explained, is not sim- 
ply the actual property of thought being destined to produce the idea 
of a body necessarily: it is the actual idea of the property of extension 
being destined to produce this body necessarily. Indubitably Spinoza 
appears at least once to say that the idea of a not actually existing 
thing cannot be said to exist (2p11). But, from the context of the pas- 
sage in question, it is clearly evident that the existence of this idea as 
a soul is at issue: Spinoza declares that our soul is not the idea of a 
non-existent mode, because if it were so, it would not exist either. And 
indeed, the idea of the essence of the body, as such and at this level, 
is not yet a soul, just as the ideas of our understanding are not souls. 
But still it tends to become so. Just as the essence of the body eternally 
strives to yield its effects by giving itself the affections that will make 
it an actually existing body, so strives the idea of the essence of the 
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body eternally to generate its effects by giving itself the ideas of bodily 
affections that will make it the idea of an actually existing body. From 
this side as well, then, everything goes according to the rule: the idea 
of the essence of the body tends to be a soul, just as the essence of a 
body itself tends to be a body. 

What happens, then, in the mediate infinite mode? This, as we 
know, consists of the infinite totality of all actual existences; or of all 
affections through which all individual essences actualise themselves, 
which amounts to the same; or of all events that take place in the uni- 
verse, which also amounts to the same. But what is eternal about it? 
On the side of extension: its entire structure or facies totius universi 
(Ep. 64)—the system of universal natural laws. But on the side of 
thought? The idea of this system of laws? Yes, but also something more 
and for the same reason. For if God, starting from the idea of exten- 
sion, immediately forms the ideas of all individual corporeal essences 
and of each one’s own tendencies to actualize its effects (therein con- 
sists indeed the immediate infinite mode of thought), must He then 
not mediately deduce the idea of all results from all these tendencies? 
And what would these results be, if not the history of the universe? 
The mediate infinite mode of thought (the idea of the actually existing 
world, so to speak) would be the eternal idea, not only of the laws gov- 
erning the infinite series of events, but of this series itself, even unto its 
last details. It is not apparent why God, who eternally has the ideas of 
things whose actualisation only lasts a certain time, should not just as 
eternally constitute the ideas of that which happens to them during the 
time in which they actualise themselves. In extension everything cannot 
coincide, but it can all be conceived at once. If God did not deduce the 
events other than in the order of their occurrence, His understanding 
would be in this point quite inferior to ours, which disposes after all of 
a certain capacity for prediction. There is in God an eternal adequate 
idea of the battle of Waterloo and of every picture which during the 
battle of Waterloo made an impression on the body of Fabrice. 

But there is no idea of that which would have occurred if Grouchy 
had arrived on time. God does not forge fictions (TIE: $54, G 2: 20). 
He does not proceed as Galileo, who reconstructed a real movement 
from a series of imaginary variations. He does not first deduce from 
out of the totality of essences that which each of them could do in the 
absence of hindrances, in order then to conclude from out of these 
virtual actions what will actually happen to them: He proceeds straight 
to the result, without any detour over the impossible ‘possibilities’. His 
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infinite understanding contains nothing but the attributes and their 
factual consequences (1p30): all essences, all real affections of these 
essences, but only these. It is evident what follows from this for the dif- 
ferent aspects of actual existence of the finite modes. The eternal idea 
of the totality of occurrences, of their duration and of their content, 
can be deduced from the eternal idea of the totality of essences (or of 
the essence of the totality): it is eternally contained as a consequence 
therein, just as the true idea of a property of a circle is contained in 
the true idea of the essence of the circle. But does the same relation 
of inclusion also exist between the corresponding parts of these two 
infinite ideas? Not in most cases: the deduction of the one totality 
from the other cannot be executed from member to member. There 
is in God an eternally adequate idea of the duration of my active and 
passive affections. However, this idea is not in God in the sense that 
He had the idea of the individual essence of my body, for this idea is 
simultaneously deducible from the ideas of all essences whose actions 
determine the limits of this duration (2p30dem); this idea is rather in 
God in the sense that He has the idea of the totality of these essences. 
There is in God also an eternally adequate idea of the content of my 
passive affects, but for the same reason it is in Him in the sense that He 
has the idea of the totality of corporeal essences whose altering actions 
have contributed to the determination of this content (2p28dem). The 
eternal idea of all that which in me is subsumed under the category 
of ‘present actual existence’ is not contained in the eternal idea of 
my own essence; it is only contained in the idea of the essence of 
the whole. But regarding the eternal idea of the content of my active 
affections (in the quite precise sense which we have attributed to this 
expression above) things are quite different. If a law of the type ‘if A 
then B’ can be deduced from my essence, and if an affection of the 
nature B in my body follows in fact from an affection of the nature 
A, then there is in God an adequate eternal idea of the sequence AB, 
as this case is of a “true, or real” (5p29s) event. And as the content of 
this sequence can be conceived through my essence alone, its eternal 
adequate idea is in this case indeed contained in the eternal idea of this 
essence. In order to constitute it, God needs no recourse to the ideas of 
other essences. The eternal idea of that which is in my actual existence 
subsumed under the category of eternity, stands in exactly the same 
relation to the idea of my essence as the mediate infinite mode to the 
immediate infinite mode of thought. Hence follows the solution to the 
problem of immortality. 
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It suffices, then, to call three elementary Spinozist truths to memory 
in order to throw light onto the enigma. First, the soul is in its actual 
being the idea of an actually existing body (2p11&13); it is nothing 
other than the eternal idea of the essence of the body (5p23dem): it is 
that which this idea becomes when it succeeds in giving itself the ideas 
of the affections of the body, just as the actually existing body is that 
which its essence will become when it succeeds in giving itself affec- 
tions. Secondly, it follows that the soul is conscious of the affections of 
the body (2p12). From the fact that it is the idea of an actually existing 
thing it follows that it is an idea that has ideas, and what does it mean 
to have ideas if not to be conscious of their ideata? Thirdly, these ideas 
that our soul has are of two kinds: first, the ideas of the duration of 
all our affections (2p30) and of the content of our passive affections 
(2p28), confused fragments of the ideas that God has, are inadequate; 
second, the ideas of the content of our active affections, identical to the 
ideas that God has, are adequate. Hence follow three conclusions: 

First, there is something in us that does not die (5p23): the eternal 
idea we are, by means of which God conceives the eternal essence of 
our body. This does not yet mean that our soul is immortal, for this 
idea alone and at the level of the immediate and infinite mode merely 
tends to be a soul; it is not actually a soul. Nor does it mean by itself 
that this immortality is accompanied by consciousness, for we do not 
have this idea that we are, at least not immediately. If after our death 
it were relieved of every idea of a bodily affection whatsoever, then we 
would still be there, but we would have no consciousness of anything. 
The question remains of what these two points mean. 

Second, do we have certain ideas in all eternity? Indubitably, for 
from out of everything said thus far it follows that all our adequate 
ideas and everything that we deduce from them are eternally contained 
in the eternal idea of the essence of our body. Our inadequate ideas 
will disappear when we die (5p21), for they are only in us insofar as 
our body is affected by other bodies. When our essence stops actual- 
ising itself, and is reduced to its eternal solitude? in the immediate 
infinite mode of extension, the idea of our essence, restored to its 
eternal solitude in the immediate infinite mode of thought, will no longer 
contain the ideas of the affections which came to us from without. As 


> Loneliness in the sense that it excludes any interaction between the essences not 
yet actualised. But it does not hinder these essences in communicating eternally from 
within; the same is true of the ideas. 
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for the eternal ideas of the same, it never contained them, not even in 
this life. But the idea of our essence will always include the ideas of 
that which, in our corporeal affections, is not brought about by exter- 
nal causes, for God deduces them eternally only from the idea of our 
essence. Containing them, though, is to have them; and to have them 
is to be conscious of their ideata. As we are this eternal idea, it must be 
conceded that even beyond birth and death we are eternally conscious 
of everything that we were able to understand in this life (5p38). 

This may appear strange. For, after all, we must one day have begun 
to understand what we understand. Had we always these adequate 
ideas, which appear to us indeed to have been born at a certain date 
in our mind (cf. 5p33s)? Yes, without a doubt, for they were always 
able to be deduced from that very idea which we ourselves are. We 
simply perceive them poorly, because the distortion of the imagina- 
tion masked them. When our corporeal affections line themselves up 
accidentally in a certain order, the imaginative ideas that express them 
follow the same order, which is not the order of the understanding, 
but rather veils this. But a moment comes when our body begins to 
be able at least partially to connect its affections according to the laws 
of its essence: then our imaginative ideas also follow this same order, 
conformable this time to that of the intellect, and our clear and dis- 
tinct ideas gradually appear brighter; and thus the ones appear to be 
born of the others in the course of time (cf. 5p10). However, they were 
there from the very beginning, just as they were there before birth and 
will be there after death. 

But only they, and no others were there. It is futile to hope that our 
soul may achieve new knowledge after the disappearance of the body. 
Once more, God only conceives what is. Insofar as He has the idea of 
the essence of our body, He eternally conceives only the content of our 
real, active affections, not those that we could have given ourselves if 
more favourable circumstances had permitted. To the eternal idea that 
we ourselves are, then, is added nothing further in all eternity than 
the adequate ideas that correlate to this content. Hence Proposition 
39 of the fifth part, which has often prompted the question of its own 
function in this position, and which defines exactly the extent and 
limits of immortality in Spinoza’s sense: our participation in eternity 
is proportional to our body’s capability to subject its affections to the 
domination of its own laws—to be itself authentically, as it were. 

Thirdly, though, is this immortality really that of the soul? If the 
eternal idea that we are is only reduced to its clear and distinct ideas, is 
it then really a soul, i.e. the idea of an actually existing body? It appears 
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so. For an actually existing body is a bodily essence that gives itself cer- 
tain affections, which is here indeed the case. The idea of our essence, 
inasmuch as it has the ideas of the content of our active affections, is 
the idea of an affected body, i.e. an actual body. We surely no longer 
conceive these affections as ‘actual’ after death (5p21dem): to conceive 
them as ‘actual’ would be to conceive them in the concrete context 
from which they are in reality inseparable, i.e. in the context of their 
duration, of the passive affections from which they are only aspects 
and connections of aspects. But is it not possible to conceive some- 
thing actual without conceiving it as actual? If so, we remain, at least 
partially, the idea of our actually existing body, even when this body 
has ceased to actualise itself. We remain it more or less, according to 
how great or little the active part of our life was. This presents no con- 
tradiction as long as we admit that God has an actual idea of irretriev- 
ably past events. If not, then we would be an idea that at least remains 
conscious, even if it cannot formally call itself ‘soul’, and this is really 
the important thing. As regards the ground, this changes little. 

It may seem regrettable, admittedly, that Spinoza included this 
doctrine of immortality in his system, and one could certainly wonder 
about his reasons for this insertion. But it is a fact: the doctrine is 
there, and it accords with the system. 


POSTSCRIPTUM 


35 years later, I still agree with this article as a whole, except on one 
point. I would no longer say today that “the infinite immediate mode 
is the eternal totality of essences”. I would rather say that, in each 
attribute, the essences of all the finite modes are encompassed in the 
nature of the infinite immediate mode. The infinite immediate mode 
of extension, as Spinoza says in letter 64, is the pair ‘movement— 
rest’, and this must be taken literally. But what constitutes the nature 
of movement and of rest is the infinite collection of all the laws that 
determine their possible combinations, i.e. the collection of all the laws 
of physical nature. So the essence of every finite mode of extension, 
i.e. of every body, is a finite sub-category of that category that defines 
a particular combination of movement and rest. So the essences of all 
bodies are contained in the nature of the pair ‘movement—rest’. Aside 
from this correction, the article still seems to me not to have lost any 
of its validity. 


CONTEXT AND RECEPTION 


SPINOZA AND THE IDEA OF A SCIENTIFIC 
MORAL PHILOSOPHY 


Wiep van Bunge 


1. PRACTICAL PURPOSES 


There can be little doubt that Spinoza felt a scientific moral philosophy 
was not only feasible, but urgently necessary. From the opening lines of 
the Tractatus de intellectus emendatione (TIE) to the closing remarks 
of the Ethica (Ethics) as well as the unfinished Tractatus politicus (TP), 
it is clear that he was mainly concerned with delivering a philosophy 
which enabled man to develop a certain way of life. The well-known 
opening lines of the TIE, arguably the earliest philosophical statement 
by Spinoza currently at our disposal, are perfectly straightforward: 


After experience had taught me that all the things which regularly occur 
in ordinary life are empty and futile, and I saw that all the things which 
were the cause or object of my fear had nothing of good or bad in them- 
selves, except insofar as [my] mind was moved by them, I resolved at last 
to try to find out whether there was anything which would be the true 
good, capable of communicating itself, and which alone would affect the 
mind, all others being rejected—whether there was something which, 
once found and acquired, would continuously give me the greatest joy, 
to eternity.! 


At several junctures in the Ethics, Spinoza made sure his readers would 
not lose sight of its essentially practical purpose, first and most notably 
at the end of the second part, where he appears to acknowledge that 
it becomes high time to oblige his readers, who so far have only been 
presented with highly detailed analyses of the concepts of God and 
Mind. After having destroyed the notion of a ‘free will’, he addresses 
the issue of the ultimate aim of the Ethics and argues “how much 
knowledge of this doctrine is to our advantage in life” (2p49s). The 


1 Unless otherwise stated, all quotes from Spinoza are taken from Curley (1985) 
(here TIE: 7), with the exception of the correspondence and the Tractatus theologico- 
politicus, for which I have used Shirley (1995) and Shirley (1989). The Latin quotes 
derive from Gebhardt (1926). I have also profited from Barbarac (2007). On the opening 
lines of the TIE see Zweerman (1993) and Moreau (1994b). 
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obvious objection that without the presupposition of some degree of 
human liberty no meaningful exhortation, let alone a genuine ethics 
is possible, is retorted by insisting that a doctrine which denies the 
freedom of the will is highly beneficial 


Insofar as it teaches that we act only from God’s command, that we share 
in the divine nature, and that we do this the more, the more perfect 
our actions are, and the more and more we understand God. This 
doctrine, then, in addition to giving us complete peace of mind, also 
teaches us wherein our greatest happiness, or blessedness, consists: viz. 
in the knowledge of God alone, by which we are led to do only those 
things which love and morality advise. (2p49s) 


Second, Spinoza claims that his philosophy teaches us “how we must 
bear ourselves concerning matters of fortune, or things which are not 
in our power” (2p49s), and third, it contributes, or so Spinoza holds, 
“to social life, insofar as it teaches us to hate no one, to disesteem no 
one, to mock no one, to be angry at no one, to envy no one”. (2p49s) 
Finally, Spinoza argues, “this doctrine also contributes, to no small 
extent, to the common society insofar as it teaches how citizens are to 
be governed and led, not so that they may be slaves, but that they may 
do freely the things which are best.” (2p49s) 


2. MATHEMATICAL CERTAINTY 


On the assumption that the main goal of his entire philosophical proj- 
ect was indeed a practical one and, considering the particular shape 
of the Ethics, no conclusion seems warranted other than that it was 
Spinoza’s principal aim to construct a moral philosophy able to meet 
the most rigorous standards of scientific scrutiny available at the time. 
The immense prestige of mathematics during the seventeenth cen- 
tury and its particular prominence in the Netherlands are well estab- 
lished: faced by the challenge to provide the emerging Republic with 
indigenous engineers and steersmen, capable of constructing fortifi- 
cations and manning a fleet, the Dutch Republic established a string 
of first-class educational facilities in which mathematics played a key 
role.” By the middle of the century, this essentially practical need for 
professional competence had rendered a high level of expertise in 


> See most notably Mancosu (1996), and for the Dutch context van Bunge (2001). 
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mathematics, which has been linked both with Grotius’s attempts 
to design a ‘geometric’ theory of natural law and with the particular 
success Cartesianism enjoyed in the Netherlands as the most success- 
ful exponent of philosophia nova. But the allure of mathematics went 
beyond the opposition between the ‘old’ and ‘new’ philosophies of 
nature. The traditional picture of the essential inability of Renaissance 
Aristotelianism to accommodate mathematics has now become largely 
redundant, and as Paul Richard Blum has recently demonstrated, the 
contemporary status of mathematics could also seduce a French Jesuit 
such as Honoré Fabri, who until 1680 acted for several decades as 
Poenitentiarius (‘confessor —a position of considerable legal and polit- 
ical power) at St. Peter’s in Rome, to compose a Peripatetic metaphys- 
ics and physics more geometrico, just to bring out the ‘true meaning’ 
of Aristotle’s words.’ 

So Spinoza’s regard for mathematics was perfectly in accordance 
with contemporary feelings, especially in the Netherlands. Immedi- 
ately following the second part of the Ethics, the preface to the third 
part, “On the Origin and Nature of the Affects” raises the issue of the 
method employed by Spinoza in his analysis of the human condition. 
This has become a particularly famous passage since it is one of the 
few in the Ethics in which Spinoza himself comments on the geometri- 
cal method employed in this, his chief work. The first reference in the 
Ethics to mathematics occurs in the appendix to the first part, where 
Spinoza dismantles the prejudice “that God himself directs all things 
to some certain end” since “God has made all things for man” (lapp). 
This prejudice survived because man convinced himself that he was 
unable to explain how it could be “that conveniences and inconven- 
iences happen indiscriminately to the pious and the impious alike”, 
because “the judgements of the Gods far surpass man’s grasp”. Today, 
Spinoza claims, this prejudice has been overcome, and one of the 
factors to which we owe this triumph was “Mathematics”, that has 
shown men “another standard of truth”. Apparently, mathematics was 
able to accomplish this, since it “is concerned not with ends, but only 
with the essences and properties of figures” (lapp). 

The context of the preface to the third part of the Ethics, to which 
these preliminary comments return, is straightforward enough in 
that after having established in the first two parts a metaphysics and 


> Wallace (1984); Feingold (1997); Blum (1999). 
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a philosophy of mind, Spinoza is now on the verge of delivering his 
philosophical psychology, and that will culminate in what could be 
called a “cognitive therapy’, designed to lead to the state of happiness 
or blessedness mentioned above. The results achieved so far are clear: 
everything that exists besides Nature as such, is part of and produced 
by Nature, and acts according to the immutable laws of Nature. Man, 
being no exception—no imperium in imperio as both the 3praef and 
the TP 2/6 put it—is just as much a part and product of Nature as, say, 
trees or clouds are. The separate modes of Nature are to be distinguished 
first by the attributes of Nature that actually produce them, and sec- 
ond by their relative complexity. A tree is produced by the attribute of 
Extension, an idea is produced by the attribute of Thought and while 
your average rock, owing to the specific relationship between its consti- 
tutive parts, is relatively simple, a human being is relatively complex.* 

The complexity of man is mirrored, or: expressed in the particu- 
larly lively interaction between the human mode and the rest of Nature 
resulting in affects, that in view of the ubiquitous nature of the eternal 
laws of Nature follow Nature just as much as trees do or clouds. “The 
Affects, therefore”, Spinoza concludes in the preface to the third part 
of the Ethics, 


of hate, anger, envy, etc., considered in themselves, follow from the same 
necessity and force of nature as the other singular things. And therefore 
they acknowledge certain causes, through which they are understood, 
and have certain properties, as worthy of our knowledge as the prop- 
erties of any other thing, by the mere contemplation of which we are 
pleased. Therefore, I shall treat the nature and powers of the Affects, 
and the power of the Mind over them, by the same Method by which, 
in the preceding parts, I treated God and the Mind, and I shall consider 
human actions and appetites just as if it were a Question of lines, planes, 
and bodies (3praef). 


So, according to Spinoza, the way in which man’s affective life will be 
analyzed in the third part of the Ethics will not be different from the 
way in which God and the human mind have been dealt with in the 
preceding parts. This was, then, Spinoza’s way of reiterating his ambi- 
tion to formulate a truly scientific moral philosophy. 

This ambition raises several questions, the first of which concerns 
the seventeenth-century connotation of ‘science’, since the sciences as 


* See the postulates preceding 2p14. 
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we now know them simply did not exist at the time. Projecting onto 
the seventeenth century modern attempts to demarcate between the 
sciences and alternative, cognitive approaches to the world is hazard- 
ous to say the least. A well-established body of knowledge concerning 
the natural world, including man, that could lay claim to widespread 
adherence among a significant number of leading authorities on the 
matter, was only just beginning to emerge in the second half of the 
seventeenth century. It was only during Spinoza’s lifetime that in 
London and Paris the first two major ‘scientific’ societies were estab- 
lished. Our assessment of the seventeenth-century practice of what 
today could still be recognised as ‘science’ is also fraught with diffi- 
culties because, for one, it was largely in the hands of people who 
by modern standards were essentially ‘amateurs’. With the exception 
of professional practitioners such as astronomers and physicians, 
‘natural philosophers’ as a rule were mainly preoccupied with teach- 
ing, since they were employed by universities that in the early mod- 
ern age were simply not equipped to facilitate research. In the early 
modern age, research in the natural sciences took all sorts of shapes, 
and even among the experts opinion varied widely as to what could 
count as a convincing scientific argument in the first place.° It was only 
during the early decades of the eighteenth century that some sort of 
consensus was reached both on the right method to study nature and 
on the basic structure of the universe, for it was not until the European 
breakthrough of Newtonian natural philosophy that, most notably, the 
seventeenth-century clash between the ‘old’ and the ‘new’ philosophy 
was brought to a settlement.’ 

Then again, all this has little bearing on Spinoza’s conception of 
his own efforts since to his mind mathematical certainty was far supe- 
rior to any competing claim to certainty, as had already become evi- 
dent from his use of the concept in the Tractatus theologico-politicus. 
Its opening pages are dedicated to the distinction between the moral 
certainty upon which the prophets based their claims and “certainty 
involved in natural knowledge” that is “knowledge that we acquire by 
the natural light of reason” (TTP: 59). In the same chapter, this is also 


$ Pyenson/Sheets-Pyenson (1999). On the rise of the life sciences, in particular in 
the Netherlands, see Cook (2007). 

€ See, most famously, Shapin/Schaffer (1985) and Shapin (1994). 

7 Some recent titles: Cohen (1994); Shapin (1996); Dear (2001). For a fine Dutch 
introduction, see Vermij (1999). 
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called “true knowledge”, that is “vera scientia’ (G 3: 29), that is further 
specified as the ability to explain something “through its first causes” 
(TTP: 72). The main difference between prophecy and natural knowl- 
edge, Spinoza continues in the next chapter, consists in the fact that 
“the certainty afforded by prophecy was not a mathematical, but only 
a moral certainty” (TTP: 74). 

In view of the subjects dealt with in the TTP, Spinoza naturally 
concentrates on the characteristics of moral certainty, but occasionally 
mathematical certainty is further elaborated upon.’ It is, or so Spinoza 
tells us, “the certainty that necessarily derives from the apprehension 
of what is apprehended or seen” (“quae ex necessitate perceptionis rei 
perceptae, aut visae sequitur”) (TTP: 75/G 3: 32). Thus it is supposed 
to stand in contrast to the essentially subjective nature of moral cer- 
tainty, which is always dependent on the personality of the individual 
prophet. Similarly, in the ensuing distinction between faith and phi- 
losophy, crucial of course to the entire argument of the TTP, Spinoza 
only rarely clarifies what philosophy in his eyes amounts to. All the 
attention goes to a clear analysis of faith, and this is interesting enough 
for our purposes, for in the course of this analysis Spinoza equates 
‘philosophical’ and ‘mathematical’ certainty, arguing in Chapter XIV, 
that when God spoke from Mount Sinai to the Israelites, “the voice 
which the Israelites heard could not have given those men a philo- 
sophical or mathematical certainty of God’s existence” (TTP: 226). 

In the course of the subsequent discussion of the differences between 
theology and philosophy, Spinoza is equally unwilling to say much 
about what true philosophy actually is. He does, however, expressly 
warn against those who are not content to base theology on moral cer- 
tainty, but who instead “are aiming to prove the truth and authority of 
theology by mathematical demonstrations” (TTP: 235). Not only are 
these ‘rationalist’ theologians guilty of depriving reason of the natural 
light of its authority, they also reveal their own insecurity: 


While they are aiming to prove the truth and authority of theology by 
mathematical demonstrations and to prove the truth and to deprive rea- 
son and the natural light by its authority, they are simply drawing theol- 
ogy into the domain of reason, and are quite clearly implying that her 
authority has no brilliance unless it is illuminated by the natural light of 
reason. (TTP: 235) 


® On the notion of ‘moral certainty’, see Matheron (1971, Ch. 4). 
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Because of the title of the Ethics, experts have, for a long time, wrestled 
with the question of what Spinoza’s ordo geometricus actually amounts 
to.’ Should it be regarded as the necessary form of Spinoza’s philosophy 
or merely as a rhetorical device? In principle, we should sharply dis- 
tinguish between two separate issues at stake: how did Spinoza himself 
regard the ordo geometricus and how does it relate to his philosophy 
from a strictly philosophical point of view? How Spinoza felt about it 
is, however, extremely difficult to ascertain given the scarcity of his 
comments on the matter. This much is clear, that Spinoza’s first two 
books, both the TIE and the Short Treatise (ST), only show glimpses of 
the ordo geometricus, and it was only in the composition of the Ethics 
that Spinoza first turned to it, as becomes evident from his letter of 
September 1661 to Henry Oldenburg, in which he tells his friend that 
as regards the most basic truths about God and substance, “I can think 
of no better expedient than to arrange them in geometrical style and 
to submit them to the bar of your judgement.” ® Evidently, Oldenburg 
was sent a first draft of the opening part of what was to become the 
Ethics (which he admired, but which also puzzled him, as becomes 
evident from his reply, Letter 3). Again, however, Spinoza is disap- 
pointingly brief in his presentation of this highly peculiar style, and 
I’m afraid there is not a single passage in his own writings that allows 
for a decision to be taken on the matter of Spinoza’s own perception 
of the philosophical relevance of the mos geometricus. 

The most persuasive philosophical argument in favor of an intimate 
connection between form and content of the Ethics is supplied by Spi- 
noza’s view on causality, for, having arrived at what some scholars 
regard as the expression of his absolute necessitarianism,'' according 
to which every natural event is the necessary result of God’s power or 
‘nature’, Spinoza concludes, in the scholium to 1p17: 


I think I have shown clearly enough...that from God’s supreme power, 
or infinite nature, infinitely many things in infinitely many modes, i.e., all 
things, have necessarily flowed, or always follow, by the same necessity 
and in the same way as from the nature of a triangle it follows, from eter- 
nity and to eternity, that its three angles are equal to two right angles. 


? See Steenbakkers (1994, Ch. 5) and, more recently, Nadler (2006, Ch. 2). 
© Shirley (1995: 62). 
11 Garrett (1991). 
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Now it could be argued that following Spinoza’s earlier comments in 
the TIE on a true definition which captures the essence of a thing, 
thereby enabling us to deduce its properties, as well as on the proper 
order to organise true ideas, and in particular after his deduction in 
2p7 of the necessary ‘parallelism’ between ‘things’ and ‘ideas’, a truly 
‘geometric’ deduction of ideas which captures the causal nexus we call 
‘the world’, would have to be considered as providing a logical repre- 
sentation of the causal structure of reality. According to this inter- 
pretation, a philosopher is able to deduce ‘ideas’ logically from the 
all-inclusive idea of God, on the same basis on which ‘things’ are caus- 
ally produced by God. As a consequence, or so this line of reasoning 
goes, Spinoza was forced to adopt the mos geometricus by the very 
contents of his metaphysics. 

In support of this strong reading of the meaning of the mos geomet- 
ricus, one could point to Lodewijk Meyer’s preface to Spinoza’s 1663 
introduction to Cartesianism, in which Meyer claims 


that the best and surest Method of seeking and teaching the truth in the 
Sciences is that of the Mathematicians, who demonstrate their Conclu- 
sions from Definitions, Postulates, and Axioms... For since a certain 
and firm knowledge of anything unknown can only be derived from 
things known certainly beforehand, these things must be laid down at 
the start, as a stable foundation on which to build the whole edifice of 
human knowledge; otherwise it will soon collapse of its own accord, or 
be destroyed by the slightest blow.” 


According to Meyer, the geometric style delivers a genuine method, 
uniquely capable of discovering truths. However, Meyer’s preface does 
not introduce Spinoza’s Moral Philosophy. On the contrary, the Prin- 
ciples of Cartesian Philosophy is exclusively concerned with Cartesian 
metaphysics and physics. Although I fully concur with Jonathan Israel’s 
recent proposal to regard the PPC as an essentially Spinozan exercise, 
designed not to spread Cartesianism but rather to pave the way for the 
acceptance of Spinoza’s own philosophy, Edwin Curley was surely 
right in calling for caution: we know that Spinoza agreed with the 
publication of Meyer’s text, but this does not necessarily entail his 
complete agreement with its contents.'* What is more, as Jonathan 
Bennett observed, Spinoza also published his PPC “demonstrated in a 
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geometric manner”, while it is obvious that he himself rejected some 
of its ‘demonstrated’ conclusions.’ 

This is not the only reason for doubt concerning the relevance of 
the mos geometricus for the Ethics, for as far as Spinoza’s personal atti- 
tude toward the ordo geometricus is concerned, we know for a fact that 
the final text of the Ethics differs considerably from its earlier, manu- 
script versions, in particular as regards its logical layout. Spinoza, for 
instance, seems to have found it very difficult to distinguish between 
‘axioms’ and some of the more basic ‘propositions’. Furthermore, the 
exact nature of Spinoza’s necessitarianism has not gone undisputed. It 
almost goes without saying that Spinoza was a determinist: according 
to Spinoza every event is the result of laws of nature that causally deter- 
mine everything that happens. But several scholars, including Edwin 
Curley and Jonathan Bennett, have argued that Spinoza is not at all 
committed to the subsequent conclusion that everything that happens is 
logically necessary.'® For not only does Spinoza make a sharp distinction 
between the necessity of a thing “by reason of its essence or by reason 
of its cause” (1p33s1), which affects the ‘necessary’ existence of finite 
modes in particular, but if Spinoza is committed to necessitarianism, 
at least two more pretty nasty problems remain. First, Spinoza makes a 
distinction between essences that involve necessary existence and those 
that do not. Now if Spinoza is indeed a necessitarian, what, then, are 
we to make of 2al, according to which “The essence of man does not 
involve necessary existence, i.e., from the order of nature it can happen 
equally that this or that man does exist, or that he does not exist”? What 
could this possibly mean if the actual existence of any particular man or 
woman is in reality a logically necessary truth? And second, on a neces- 
sitarian reading of the Ethics Spinoza’s distinction between the essential 
and non-essential properties of, again, especially finite modes also seems 
to become questionable to say the least. What kind of property could a 
really existing non-essential property be in a universe in which every- 
thing that exists is not only physically but also logically necessary? 

Furthermore, even if we accept the interpretation according to 
which Spinoza was indeed an absolute necessitarian, this reading of 
the Ethics does not by itself entail the necessity of adopting a geometric 
style of expressing necessitarianism. Indeed, if there was only one, 


15 Bennett (1984: 19). 
16 Bennett (1984: 111-124); Curley (1988: 48-50) and Curley/Walski (1999). 
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essentially privileged form of expression available to Spinoza’s philo- 
sophy, this would imply the impossibility of translating it successfully 
into any other form. Spinoza’s other books besides the Ethics as well as 
his correspondence, and I would argue even some of the more accom- 
plished twentieth-century commentaries on the Ethics, are in many 
ways just as successful in delivering his philosophy as the Ethics is. As 
a consequence, to my mind Piet Steenbakkers and Steven Nadler were 
right in concluding that even on a strong reading of Spinoza’s views 
on the relationship between causality and logic, the mos geometricus 
to his mind probably represented the most appropriate rather than the 
uniquely qualified form for the exposition of Spinozism. 


4. GEULINCX AND SPINOZA 


The next issue to be addressed concerns Spinoza’s originality in writ- 
ing a mathematical moral philosophy. On the one hand, there can be 
little doubt that the model on which Spinoza worked was supplied by 
Descartes, for it was Descartes, who in the Preface to the Passions de 
l’Ame, had proposed to explain the human passions not “en Orateur, 
ny mesme en Philosophe moral, mais seulement en Physicien’—en 
physicien, but as a physicist.” And even more to the point, it had been 
Descartes who in his replies to the second objections to the Meditations 
had turned to Euclid for help in providing a mathematical demonstra- 
tion of the existence of God. However, as will be only too familiar, 
Descartes was reticent about further developing this particular method 
as a tool for metaphysics, and would not repeat the experiment.’* 
Over the last few years, moreover, research into the specific rela- 
tionship between Descartes and Spinoza has clearly emphasized the 
essential differences between their respective systems of metaphysics 
as well as their theories of knowledge, and Dutch Cartesians were 
hardly impressed by Spinoza’s use of the mos geometricus.” Theo Ver- 
beek has recently called attention to the Leiden Cartesian Christopher 
Wittichius, whose Anti-Spinoza of 1690 copied the layout of the Ethics 
only in order to comprehensively refute it. Wittichius felt that whereas 
Spinoza should of course have used the analytic method, the Ethics actu- 
ally employs the synthetic method. Quoting the TIE, according to which 


17 Descartes (AT, XII: 326). 
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“the right way of discovery is to form thoughts from some given defi- 
nition. This will proceed more successfully and easily the better we 
have defined a thing”, Wittichius argued that, despite appearances, 
in the Ethics Spinoza simply could not live up to this promise since he 
failed to depart from clear and distinct definitions that were grounded 
in reality.” Similar objections, it should be added, had been raised 
to Spinoza’s method and to the use it made of definitions had been 
voiced earlier by such critics as the Mennonite Adriaen Verwer and 
the Socinian Frans Kuyper, and as we shall see, this point would later 
be taken up by the Dutch empiricist philosopher Bernard Nieuwentijt.?? 

This is not to say that Spinoza’s moral philosophy had no Dutch 
equivalents. Although the large majority of Dutch Cartesians con- 
centrated on natural philosophy, including medicine, in particular 
Arnold Geulincx’s Ethica from 1665, recently translated and pub- 
lished by Brill, reveals several points of genuine affinity. Han van 
Ruler has pointed to several significant similarities between Geulincx 
and Spinoza, including their account of the way in which all knowl- 
edge derives from the physical interaction between the body and its 
material surroundings. Secondly, both philosophers drew very similar 
distinctions between the ‘active’ and the ‘passive’ way in which we 
are affected by the external world, after which both pointed to reason 
as the unique instrument enabling man to realise genuine happiness 
and virtue by understanding our causal dependence on the rest of the 
world. Finally, both men’s moral philosophies are ultimately directed 
toward the realization of amor Dei, the love of God.” 

In view of Spinoza’s likely connections with Leiden university during 
the early 1660s, where at the time Geulincx held a chair, speculations 
about a relationship between the two philosophers have continued 
to inspire several experts from the late nineteenth century onwards. 
Some have even argued that Geulincx was affected by Spinoza’s views, 
which may have been known to him either through personal contacts 
or manuscripts that had started to circulate by that time.” Recently 
it has been suggested that as far as Spinoza’s response to Geulincx 
is concerned, we are best advised to concentrate not on the Ethics 


2 Curley (1985: 39). 

21 Verbeek (2005). See also Savini (2000); van Bunge (2004). 
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but on the Korte Verhandeling, the Short Treatise (ST) that is, which 
appears to date from his early days at Rijnsburg near Leiden.” The 
second part of the ST, on man and his passions, is obviously inspired 
by Descartes’s Passions de l’Ame, but it is also marked by a highly un- 
Cartesian, and, as many have argued, Platonic denial of any role of the 
body as a cause of the passions, which may well have been inspired by 
Geulincx. In particular Spinoza’s insistence on the need to include our 
natural self-interest that is based on love of our body in our progres- 
sion toward a virtuous life, seems aimed at Geulincx’s denial of the 
moral significance of this natural love of the self. 

Yet the differences with Geulincx remain fundamental, despite 
eighteenth-century attempts by Ruardus Andala and Jean-Pierre de 
Crousaz to associate the two philosophers, if only since Geulincx was 
adamant in his conviction that both God’s and man’s will are free. What 
is more, Geulincx does not in any way use the mos geometricus. He 
does, in a rather customary manner, extol the virtues of mathematics, 
pointing out that it is 


worthy of note that those disciplines which are the greatest cultivators 
of palpable Truths...such as Geometry and Arithmetic... have to this 
day, throughout so many centuries, remained pure and undefiled, not 
only by errors, but even by conjectures, opinions, and suspicions, whilst 
other less rigorous disciplines have lapsed into numerous errors, and if 
possible, into mere opinions, conjectures, trifles, and daydreams.” 


But to Geulincx’s mind the chief purpose of the practice of mathematics 
is propaedeutic in that it coaches reason. It only prepares the intellect 
for its real assignment, that consists of rational self-inspection, com- 
pared to which mathematics remains necessarily abstract: 


the demonstrations that we discovered in the course of inspecting our- 
selves have far more force than those of Mathematics, being concerned 
with the things that are naturally best known to us, that is, ourselves 
and our thoughts, which are in themselves necessarily clearest of all to 
us, and only accidentally obscured by our prejudices; an obscurity easily 
dispelled by serious acute, and frequent inspection of ourselves, and by 
self-communing.” 


2% Aalderink (1999). 
27 Geulincx (2006: 193). 
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5. LOCKE AND SPINOZA 


During the latter half of the seventeenth century, the allure of math- 
ematics was not confined to Continental ‘Cartesians’ such as Spinoza 
and Geulincx. Hobbes’s infatuation with Euclid is well established. No 
biographical account of ‘the Monster of Malmesbury’ can dispense 
with the passage in John Aubrey’s Brief Lives, relating how, in 1630 in 
Geneva, Hobbes “was in a gentleman’s house in which a copy of Euclid’s 
Elements lay open on a desk...” It was argued long ago already that 
also Locke’s theory of knowledge “is essentially a mathematical one as 
that of Descartes”, if only since his analysis of both ‘demonstrative’ and 
“intuitive knowledge’ is modelled on mathematics.” 

What is more, in the third book of his Essay concerning Human 
Understanding Locke famously asserted 


I am bold to think, that Morality is capable of Demonstration, as well as 
Mathematicks: Since the precise real Essence of the Things Moral Words 
stand for, may be perfectly known; and so the Congruity or Incongruity 
of the Things themselves, be certainly discovered, in which consists perfect 
Knowledge.’ 


In the fourth book, Locke is more specific: a mathematical morality, he 
claims, could be achieved on the basis of two ideas in particular: 


The Idea of a supreme Being, infinite in Power, Goodness, and Wisdom, 
whose Workmanship we are, and on whom we depend; and the Idea of 
our selves, as understanding, rational Beings, being such as are clear in 
us, would I suppose, if duly considered, and pursued, afford such Foun- 
dations of our Duty and Rules of Action, as might place Morality among 
the Sciences capable of Demonstration: wherein I doubt not, but from self- 
evident Propositions, by necessary Consequences, as incontestable as those 
in Mathematicks, the measures of right and wrong be made out...” 


One of the examples Locke gives of what such a moral philosophy 
would look like runs as follows: 


Where there is no Property, there is no Injustice, is a Proposition as certain 
as any Demonstration in Euclid: For the Idea of Property, being a right to 
any thing; and the Idea to which the Name Injustice is given, being the 


2 


© 


Martinich (1999: 81). See also Grant (1996); Jesseph (1999); Malcolm (2002). 
Gibson (1898: 38). 

Locke (1975, III, xi, 16: 516). 

32 Locke (1975, IV, iii, 18: 549). 


wow 
eS 


320 WIEP VAN BUNGE 


Invasion or Violation of that right, it is evident, that these Ideas being 
thus established, and these Names annexed to them, I can as certainly 
know this Proposition to be true, as That a Triangle has three Angles equal 
to two right ones.” 


When his good friend William Molyneux continued to urge Locke to 
actually write a mathematical morality, the latter had to admit that 
while it had to be deemed feasible, “yet, whether I am able so to make 
it out is another question”.** It is not difficult to see why Locke had 
started to worry, for shouldn’t we just admit that moral concepts are 
not unambiguous? And did Locke really feel, or are we really to believe 
that to behave cruelly toward, say, a homeless beggar, does not imply 
‘injustice’?*® 

Meanwhile, Locke’s position differs fundamentally from Spinoza’s 
in that according to Locke, the moral order is constituted by God’s 
will? Consequently, Locke was also presented with the issue that of 
course never bothered Spinoza of how to ensure that the outcome of 
man’s spontaneous construction of complex ideas corresponds to the 
contents of God’s will.” After a few years of further meditation on the 
matter Locke concluded the project was perhaps not as urgent as he 
once thought, since “the Gospel contains so perfect a body of Ethicks 
that reason may be excused from the enquiry, since she may find man’s 
duty clearer and easier in revelation than in herself”.** This might look 
as a rather odd episode in Locke’s intellectual biography, but recent 
debate among Locke-scholars suggests otherwise in that it may well 
be indicative of a crucial issue relating to the ultimate coherence of 
Locke’s legacy. For if the epistemological nominalism developed in the 
Essay cannot be reconciled with Locke’s attempt to establish an objec- 
tive moral order resulting from God’s will, the Essay not only implies 
a definite break with his earlier work on natural law, it also indicates 
the fundamental moral impotence of his theory of knowledge, that as 


3 Locke (1975, IV, iii, 18: 549-550). 
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weight and duration, in another Life: for no body can take us out of his hands. This 
is the only true touchstone of moral Rectitude...” 
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a matter of fact was supposed to clarify the very “principles of morality 


and reveald Religion”. 


6. CONCLUSION 


Locke’s and Hobbes’s evident fascination with the promise of indubi- 
table certainty as delivered by mathematics in general and geometry 
in particular seems to have been part of a wider tradition that was not 
necessarily affected by Cartesianism. Clearly, Locke’s “Way of Ideas’ 
was heavily indebted to Cartesian epistemology, but in England even 
decided opponents of Cartesianism such as the Cambridge Platonists 
regarded the non-empirical world of ideal geometrical figures as a real, 
that is really existing, world rendering indubitable moral insights, and 
seventeenth-century natural law theorists from Grotius onward were 
also actively engaged to counter Aristotle’s claim that moral philosophy 
was only capable of delivering moral certainty, as was demonstrated 
famously, for instance, by Jean Barbeyrac in the Preface to his highly 
influential 1706 edition and translation of Samuel Pufendorf’s De Iure 
Naturae et Gentium.” Barbeyrac was haunted by the spectre of scepti- 
cism, and would even become obsessed by the ambition to root out 
Bayle’s ‘Pyrrhonim’ in particular. 

What all these seventeenth-century authors including Spinoza, who 
does not seem to have been particularly concerned by the ‘Sceptical 
Challenge’ had in common was a shared aversion to ‘sectarianism’ and 
its disastrous consequences. As Catherine Wilson recently put it: 


Traditionally, formulating a moral philosophy had been a matter of 
which sect to follow. The Epicureans defended atomism and pleasure; 
the Stoics attacked Epicurean hedonism and defended Providence and 
a world-spirit; the Platonists held to the Forms, including the Form of 
the Good; the Aristotelians, to form and matter and eudaimonia, and so 
on. Seventeenth-century philosophers insisted that they were discarding 
the old model for selecting ontologies. They looked admiringly on the 
consensus of mathematics and on the beginning consensus in experi- 
mental science. The quest for ‘certitude’ meant the quest for undisputed 
knowledge, which, by definition, could not be sectarian.*! 


3 An interesting attempt to salvage Locke’s position can be found in Colman (2003). 
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Both in the new-born Dutch Republic and in Restoration England, 
‘sectarianism’ was mainly associated with religious and political con- 
flicts. Despite his singular lack of interest in the ‘sceptical challenge’, 
Spinoza shared the ambition to find a level at which these tensions 
could be laid to rest with several other early protagonists of the Radical 
Enlightenment including Lodewijk Meyer, who launched his infamous 
Philosophia S. Scripturae Interpres, declaring that it was his aim to put 
an end to both theological and political strife resulting from compet- 
ing interpretations of Scripture.” But Meyer’s attempt immediately 
became the subject of a huge polemic itself, and while the Royal Society 
preferred to avoid discussing politics and religion directly, and Locke 
only briefly entertained the idea of a truly scientific moral philosophy, 
and while Geulincx restricted the use of mathematics in moral philosophy 
to an essentially propaedeutic exercise, Spinoza alone actually accom- 
plished the composition of an Ethica more geometrico demonstrata. 
As long as we regard Spinoza’s use of the mos geometricus merely as 
a form of exposition, the assessment of its suitability raises more funda- 
mental problems in Locke’s moral philosophy than it does in Spinoza’s. 
Yet the Ethics would soon be attacked violently for its mathematical 
pretensions by empiricist philosophers such as the Dutchman Bernard 
Nieuwentijt. After having published his extremely popular physico- 
theology, entitled Het regt gebruik der wereltbeschouwingen (1715) and 
translated into French, German and English (The Religious Philoso- 
pher, 1718), Nieuwentijt completed his assault on the rise of unbelief 
by adding a scientific ‘methodology’, entitled Gronden van zekerheid 
(1720), arguing that Spinoza’s use of the geometrical method was flawed 
since it ignored the crucial distinction between abstract mathematical 
truths and mathematical truths about real objects. Unlike ‘pure’, that 
is abstract truths without material contents, the latter category, or so 
Nieuwentijt claimed, have to be confirmed by experience. Spinoza’s 
mistake, or so Nieuwentijt argued, had been to present essentially taut- 
ological, that is solely verbal, truths as if they were concerned with 
the real world. By reiterating and further elaborating upon a critique 
that had already been voiced by the distinguished Cartesian philo- 
sopher Christopher Wittichius as well as by minor authors such as 
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Verwer and Kuyper, Nieuwentijt not only paved the way for Hume’s 
distinction between ‘Relations of Ideas’ and “Matters of Fact’, his work 
also contributed crucially to the demise of the radical and the triumph 
of the moderate Enlightenment in the Dutch Republic.“ 


* Israel (2006, Ch. 15). 


THE PANTHEISMUSSTREIT— MILESTONE OR STUMBLING 
BLOCK IN THE GERMAN RECEPTION OF SPINOZA? 


Ursula Goldenbaum 


You alone are permitted to and able to speak and write in this affair in 
this way. You are therefore infinitely happier than other honest people who 
cannot undermine the most abominable edifice of nonsense except under 
the pretence of rebuilding it. (Lessing to Mendelssohn on Jan 9, 1771.)! 


The so-called Pantheismusstreit is usually seen as the beginning of sig- 
nificant attention to Spinoza in Germany.’ This controversy was stirred 
up by two publications in the summer of 1785, one by the Jewish 
Enlightenment-philosopher Moses Mendelssohn and the other by the 
counter-Enlightenment thinker Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi. In his book 
Morning Hours or Lectures about the Existence of God,’ Mendelssohn 
refuted Spinoza’s determinism but made Lessing the defender of a 
softened Spinozism, which he called pantheism. This was the first time 
this term was used in German.* 

Jacobi’s publication,° usually called ‘Spinozabüchlein’, included a 
collection of various letters he had exchanged with Mendelssohn and 
Hemsterhuis as well as his own presentation of Spinoza’s philosophy. 
However, the most important part of his book was certainly the one 
long letter he had written to Mendelssohn describing in detail the 


1 In Lessing (1968, Vol. 17: 366). 
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talks he had had with Lessing about Spinoza in the summer of 1780.° 
This letter clearly depicted Lessing as a Spinozist and this news was of 
course grist to the mills of Lessing’s critics who had been suspicious 
of his religious orthodoxy since the “Fragmentenstreit’,’ the public dis- 
cussion of fragments of an unpublished Apologia of Deism by Her- 
mann Samuel Reimarus around 1778.° Lessing was seen as threatening 
Christianity and was subjected to censorship in 1779. His answer was 
the publication of a theater play—Nathan the Wise. 

Lessing died in 1781, and so could no longer be asked about his 
Spinozism, but his defenders and detractors carried on a lively debate 
about whether he was a Spinozist or, instead, a Pantheist. But, in addi- 
tion to declaring Lessing a Spinozist, Jacobi had made a much more 
provocative claim, namely that any rationalism would necessarily lead 
to Spinozism, i.e. to atheism. Lessing served him as a striking example: 
The great Lessing, admired, respected and even feared for his radical 
reason-based questioning of traditional opinions and authorities, and 
had, indeed, started as a Wolffian rationalist and obviously ended as 
a Spinozist. 

Surprisingly enough, the revelation of Lessing’s Spinozism did not 
lead to a new wave of attacks against Spinoza but, indeed, to the oppo- 
site. Suddenly Spinoza became a popular and admired philosopher. It 
became a fashion to study Spinoza’s Ethics. It was believed that all the 
theologians and philosophers who had rejected Spinoza—Christian 
Thomasius, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, Pufendorf, Christian Wolff, 
Jakob Siegmund Baumgarten, Hermann Samuel Reimarus—had sim- 
ply misunderstood Spinoza and wasted their time refuting him. And 
even Moses Mendelssohn (although he had presented Spinoza to the 
Germans in his first publication in 1755 as one of the most important 
philosophers ever; from whom even the great Leibniz had learned) was 
now accused by Jacobi of an insufficient understanding of Spinoza, 
and even of his best friend Lessing.’ 


6 Mendelssohn (1971ff., XIII: 135-153). 

7 For a deeper understanding of what Lessing had intended in his critical discussion 
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The new partisans of Spinoza celebrated Jacobi as the initiator of 
a new period of German philosophy after the “shallow chatter” and 
“vapid and meaningless drivel” of the Enlightenment.' Hegel states: 
“Some movement was brought into this authority, which had settled 
into perfect peace and security and let no dreams of other matters cross 
its path, by the chance dispute of Mendelssohn with Jacobi, first as to 
whether Lessing had been a disciple of Spinoza, and then regarding 
the doctrines of Spinoza himself. On this occasion it came to light how 
much Spinoza was really forgotten, and in what horror Spinozism was 
held.”!! This view of the Pantheismusstreit as the starting point of any 
meaningful German philosophy in its own right, by focusing attention 
on the (no longer Jewish but) most Christian philosopher Spinoza, was 
shared by almost all of the great German philosophers and poets at the 
turn of the century and it has been since then the dominant under- 
standing in German intellectual history.'* However, this view is, at the 
very same time, the main reason for the continuing underestimation 
of the depth of the early German encounter with Spinoza, including 
that of Leibniz and Christian Wolff, Thomasius and Pufendorf. This 
view has also led to the lack of interest in the way the later Spinoza was 
received during the German ‘Vormarz’. They have always remained 
in the shadow of enthusiasm for Spinoza as held by the great German 
idealists and by the classicist as well as romantic poets. 

But what actually happened in the Pantheismusstreit? How could 
Spinoza so suddenly become the philosophus christianissimus,* having 
been the abhorred ‘Judaeus Aposynagogos since the end of the 17th 
century?" 


delssohn, Nicolai, and others, began a dispute with Jacobi.—In his correspondence 
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was written 20 years later. He even claims that Mendelssohn was prejudiced and arro- 
gant toward Jacobi without giving any evidence. Cf. Christ (1988: 21-24 and 64-65). 

13 Goethe (1979, X: 699). 

4 Leibniz (1927ff: 142). 
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1. THE PREHISTORY OF THE PANTHEISMUSSTREIT 


Prior to these two publications in 1785, Mendelssohn and Jacobi had 
already corresponded for almost two years. The subjects of their cor- 
respondence were also known to Mendelssohn’s friends as well as to 
those of Jacobi, we know this because Jacobi sent his first announce- 
ment about Lessing’s Spinozism to Elise Reimarus,'® who lived with 
the family of her brother in Hamburg, and the ensuing correspon- 
dence between Mendelssohn and Jacobi was mostly mediated by her. 
So it is obvious that both she and her brother, as well as their friends in 
Hamburg, were acquainted with the content of the letters. They were 
the children of the so-called ‘Fragmentist’, the German deist Hermann 
Samuel Reimarus. 

Jacobi followed the ‘Fragmentenstreit’ initiated by Lessing. How- 
ever, we have clear evidence that his closest friends were up in arms 
about Lessing’s publication of the fragments of Reimarus and were 
especially offended by Lessing’s comments, which (in their view), 
undermined religion even as they pretended to be Christian. When 
they expressed their anger about Lessing in their letters to Jacobi, they 
certainly assumed that he would be in agreement with them.'° In a 
later letter to Hamann he clearly confirms that Lessing was hostile to 
Christianity.” Nevertheless, Jacobi was fascinated by Lessing’s discus- 


5 July 21, 1783, Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 172). 

16 On July 1, 1778, Lavater wrote to Jacobi: “Is there nobody, my dear man, who 
will reveal the shame of the Arch-soul-less sophist Lessing? Nobody who is not a 
priest?” (Lavater to Jacobi, Jacobi (1981ff., I, 2: 76). Hamann asked Jacobi on Dec Ist 
and 5th, 1784, quite furiously: “But how, my highly regarded friend, do you judge of 
the man’s sincerity and honesty in that whole business about the fragments? Was not 
the old idol [Götze] right in the end—for all his stupidity? Is it possible at all to pray a 
Christian ‘Our Father’ with this pantheistic system in mind? Was not hostility against 
Christianity the reason for the sad man’s eagerness? Was it the role of a Christian 
philosopher (whose masque he needed) that he was playing—or that of a hypocrite or 
sophist? Hinc illae lacrimae—Is it philosophy and religion or is it theologico-political 
enthusiasm, cleverness and vanity which make my old friend Mendelssohn. ..so sensi- 
tive toward the accusation of an Atticismi, if I had not unknowingly poked the sensi- 
tive wound in my blind naiveté.” Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 398). 

17 “You judge quite rightly, noble man, that it was hostility against Christianity 
which was at the bottom of Lessing’s eagerness for the fragments, and that it was not 
at all the role of a Christian philosopher he played. But he did not want to be seen 
as such. The masque he wore was not to hide but only to protect him. It was deep 
in Lessing’s character not to be anybody’s and anything’s fool, not even the fool of 
philosophy. Given his contempt of the Christian doctrine, having become quite bitter 
in the end, he had felt it a shame to risk anything in fighting it; his outer circum- 
stances were to remain out of danger; he did not want to be laughed at, at least... by 
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sion of certain questions about the Christian religion— questions that 
he himself was struggling with. Although he deeply desired to keep 
his Christian faith, he felt unable to convince himself of its truth. So, 
when Lessing sent him the ordered copies of Nathan, Jacobi used this 
opportunity to open a correspondence with Lessing and even urged 
him to meet with him personally, “because I wanted to raise the spir- 
its through you and make them speak who did not respond to me 
sufficiently.”!* Indeed he visited Lessing two times in the summer of 
1780.” But he never mentioned these conversations in relation to Spi- 
noza prior to his letter to Elise Reimarus in July 1783.” 

As soon as it began, Jacobi made his correspondence with Men- 
delssohn known to his friends: to Wizenmann,”! to the princess Gal- 
litzin and the state secretary of Münster von Fürstenberg,” to Herder” 
(and, so, at the same time to Goethe), and also, later, to Johann 
Georg Hamann.” Matthias Claudius learned about the letter concern- 
ing the Spinoza talks during Jacobi’s month-long stay in Weimar in 


himself. Actually, he was not afraid to see his true opinion being discovered at all. 
Every misunderstanding about it annoyed him. When his Education of Humankind 
was understood by some people as a not unchristian writing, almost as a palynodie, 
his annoyance about the silliness of the nation turned into anger.” Jacobi to Hamann 
on Dec 30, 1784, Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 411-412). 

18 August 20, 1779, Jacobi (1981ff., I, 2: 104). 

19 I agree with Engel that it is quite obvious from Lessing’s letters that he was not 
that eager to correspond with Jacobi nor to be visited by him as is claimed by Jacobi 
and often believed by scholars. See Engel (2002: 225-27). 

2 The authenticity of these talks was taken for granted by almost all contempo- 
raries. However, it is questioned nowadays for some good reasons, particularly by 
Engel, Engel (1979: 205-206). Also, Jacobi talks about his letter to Mendelssohn 
always as “his essay” and is even ready to change it. See e.g. Jacobi to Herder on June 
30, 1784, Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 327). For the authenticity of the talks see Hammacher 
(1985: 51-74). The fact that the topics of these talks are the problems of free will and 
the parallelism in relation to the notion of God or substance (as they were discussed 
already in Mendelssohn’s Philosophical Talks (1755) and also by Lessing earlier) seems 
to me to confirm some authenticity. 

1 Nov 6, 1783, Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 246-247). He gets his copy back on Nov 9, 1783, 
Jacobi (1981ff, I, 3: 249). 

2 Nov 18, 1783, Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 255). Jacobi emphasizes: “I hold this little thing 
in as high esteem as anything I ever wrote.” (Nov 22, 1783, Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 255). 

3 In this letter as well, he calls the letter to Mendelssohn an essay, on Nov 22, 1783, 
Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 255). He asks to return the sent copy but Herder had not yet sent 
it back on February 6th, 1784, cf. Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 278). 

4 Dec 30, 1783, Goethe wrote: “We had a talk with you and Lessing.” Jacobi (1981ff., 
I, 3: 266). 

235 To Hamann on Oct 18-22, 1784, Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 372). It is evident from 
Hamann’s answer that it still concerns this talk, Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 386). 
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the summer of 1784, a stay during which Jacobi also met with Goethe 
and Herder.” 

Several questions arise when we take a closer look. Why did Jacobi 
open a correspondence with Mendelssohn about it at all? Why did he 
not just publish the Spinoza talks immediately—as recommended by 
Herder?” Why did Jacobi announce the information about Lessing’s 
Spinozism specifically to Elise Reimarus? And—why in July 1783? At 
that time he had not yet even produced the “essay”, the long letter 
for Mendelssohn.” Allegedly he wanted to inform Mendelssohn about 
the fact of Lessing’s Spinozism, having learned that Mendelssohn was 
going to write “Something about Lessing’s Character”.” Elise had 
indeed mentioned that in her letter of March 1783,” however, Jacobi 
should have known about Mendelssohn’s intention long before—as did 
Herder and Hamann who definitely expected Mendelssohn to write a 
biography about his beloved friend Lessing.”' In 1783 it was rather 
striking that Mendelssohn had not yet fulfilled this expectation. 


2. THE PUBLIC DEBATE ON JEWISH EMANCIPATION 


There was a good reason why Mendelssohn was delayed. All his writ- 
ing activities during the early 1780’s were dedicated to his great project 
of Jewish Emancipation.” On the one hand, he strove for the enlight- 
enment of the Jews on the basis of a new and modern understanding 
of the Jewish religion. To that end, he provided new translations of the 


2° Jacobi to Hamann on Oct 18-22, 1784, Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 371). 

27 Herder to Jacobi on Feb 6, 1784, Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 280). 

8 Jacobi to Elise Reimarus on July 21, 1783 / Elise to Mendelssohn on August 4, 
1783, Jacobi (1981ff, I, 3: 172-173). 

2 Presented in this way again in the Introduction of the editors to Jacobi (1981ff., 
I, 3: XI). 

30 March 25, 1783, Jacobi (1981ff, I, 3: 137-138). 

31 “When will we finally get Mendelssohn’s monument to Lessing?”, Hamann asked 
Herder on June 9, 1782, HaB IV, 388)—Mendelssohn explained his delay to Herder 
by reference to the lack of his correspondence with Lessing for which he had asked 
the Duke Karl Wilhelm Ferdinand Herzog von Braunschweig on Feb 20, 1781, Men- 
delssohn (1971ff., XIII: 5). Cf. Mendelssohn to Herder on Sept 26, 1781, Mendelssohn 
(1971ff., XIII: 26). Karl Lessing had read about Mendelssohn’s intention to write a 
biography of Lessing even in the newspapers from Gotha, cf. Mendelssohn (1971ff., 
XIII: 171). 

32 About Mendelssohn’s program of Jewish emancipation as a result of his criti- 
cal discussion of Lavater’s presumptuous invitation to convert see Altmann (1973: 
286-553). See Mendelssohn (1778); Mendelssohn (1782); Mendelssohn (1780-1783). 
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Canonic texts. He also published the Ritual laws of the Jews related to 
property questions in marriage, inheritance etc.” And he published a 
new translation of the Torah with an extended commentary.” At the 
request of Ernst Ferdinand Klein, a Prussian employee and one of the 
authors of the draft of a new Prussian law, he suggested a new formu- 
lation of the Jewish oath to be used at the Prussian courts.” And last, 
but not least, his new translation of the Psalms appeared in 1783 in a 
splendid edition that he had specifically requested.*° 

On the other hand, Mendelssohn wanted to convince the Christian 
audience of the justice of his demand for toleration of the Jews, and 
even of equal citizenship rights for Jews. To reach this goal, he worked 
together with the so-called ‘Reformbeamte’ in Berlin, who were enlight- 
ened employees at the higher levels of the Prussian administration. 
One of them was the previously mentioned Klein, another was Chris- 
tian Wilhelm Dohm.” In 1781, Dohm published a book entitled About 
the Civil Improvement of the Jews. Although Dohm wrote this book 
on his own initiative, he relied heavily on information and advice from 
Moses Mendelssohn. As a Prussian Employee he was professionally 
concerned about the terrible situation of the Jews in Prussia. He knew 
what it was like when Jews had to be expelled from the city of Berlin 
because they did not belong to the number of “tolerated Jews”. In his 
book he also describes how Jews could not accumulate the enormous 
amount of money which was demanded in order to get state permis- 
sion to marry, or how easily they got deeply into debt because their 
“toleration fees” were much higher than their incomes allowed them 
to pay,—with the result that Jews often became criminals, lived as beg- 
gars on the streets or as members of robber gangs in the woods and 
so forth. The Prussian law, called ‘Judenprivileg’, was very backward. 
However, several Prussian Reformbeamte were working on a new draft 
of this law and Dohm’s book was supported by many of his colleagues 
in various departments of the Prussian administration. Moreover, they 
were well aware that the Emperor Joseph II would soon make political 


3 Mendelssohn (1778). 

34 Mendelssohn (1780-1783). 

35 Cf. the instructive introduction to the reform of the Jewish Oath as it was dis- 
cussed in Prussia between 1782 and 1786 by Simon Rawidowicz, Mendelssohn (1971ff., 
VII: CLVIH-CLXXXIID), as well as the appendix of documents, 253-293. 

3% Mendelssohn to Nicolai on May 27, 1782, Mendelssohn (1971ff., XIII: 54). 

37 Heinrich (2004: 813-895). 

383 Dohm (1781). 
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reforms relating to the Jews in Austria. These reforms did indeed start 
in late 1781, and the Prussian reformers had great hopes that they 
could soon implement similar reforms in Prussia as well.” 

Dohm had argued that the Jews developed bad or criminal behavior 
because they had to live under terrible conditions. So he suggested that 
these conditions be changed by allowing the Jews to become craftsmen 
and peasants, soldiers and state employees, and above all by taking 
away the fees for being “tolerated”. The Jews would thus be expected 
to live up to the standard of the civilized part of Prussia’s population 
and to become more productive. Dohm’s book caused a longstanding 
public debate.” 

In 1782, Dohm published a second volume including the signifi- 
cant objections which had been raised against his book, and answer- 
ing them patiently and in detail. But Mendelssohn now also entered 
this debate in order to answer the more traditional prejudices about 
the anti-Christian religious habits of the Jews. He did this by editing 
a German translation of a book of Spinoza’s former teacher Menasseh 
ben Israel in 1782.” However, this book once again caused general 
objections. Doubts were expressed whether Jews were able to become 
civilized and enlightened at all. The assumption was that they still 
hoped to get back to Jerusalem some day and would not pay respect 
to the state they lived in currently. In short, the claim was that real 
Jews did not match the ideas of Mendelssohn. To refute these objec- 
tions, Mendelssohn published another book in 1783, entitled Jerusa- 
lem or about spiritual power and Jewishness.“ In this book he gave an 
extended and systematic explanation of his modern understanding of 
Jewish religion, though on the basis of the Rabbinic tradition. In the 
first part, he laid the foundation of his theoretical approach on the 
basis of natural law—that no religious community should be based on 
power but only on a free spiritual community alone, without any pres- 
sure to conform spiritually. The state should have the power to enforce 
the laws needed to protect the members of the commonwealth. How- 
ever, the state was only supposed to seek control of actions, not that of 


3° Heinrich (2004: 824-832). 

“ Heinrich (2004: 842-854). 

41 Dohm (1782). 

42 Mendelssohn (1782). 

83 Cf. Katz (1994); Löwenbrück (1995). 
“4 Mendelssohn (1783). 
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beliefs. The beliefs should be those of the individual citizens alone and 
were not to be judged by the state. Therefore Mendelssohn asked for 
total freedom of conscience as well as for a separation of the State and 
private church communities—communities based on convictions. In 
the second part, he asked for the recognition of the Jews as one such 
voluntary, private, religious group whose individuals were neverthe- 
less able to live up to the laws of the state and should be protected 
as its subjects, just as the Christian subjects were. This book is clearly 
written in the liberal spirit of Spinoza.* 

Against the common argument that the Jews lacked education and 
civilization and had to assimilate themselves into Christianity before 
they could obtain additional rights, Mendelssohn argued that it was 
not the Jewish religion which made Jews poorly educated. On the con- 
trary, the Jewish religion allowed the development of all intellectual 
skills and did not restrict intellectual development as Christianity did 
to some extent. While Christians were required to believe some things 
they could not understand (such as e.g. the mysteries), Jews were not 
obliged to believe what they could not understand. Mendelssohn even 
suggested that God’s revelation of Jewish law might be understood as a 
contingent truth in agreement with Leibniz’ epistemology. He argued 
that the revelation of the law was highly probable (though not abso- 
lutely certain) because of the extraordinarily great number of witnesses 
of its revelation—in fact the whole Jewish nation. The concepts of God 
and of immortality, though, could be proved as necessary truths by 
reason alone. Therefore, the Jewish religion was as much and even 
more compatible with enlightenment than Christianity—in light of the 
issue of Christianity’s incomprehensible truths. 

Given the fact that not only Lavater but even the enlightened theo- 
logians from Berlin (such as Teller and Spalding) had always consid- 
ered Mendelssohn to be on the way to Christian faith, expecting him 
to convert at any time since he was that enlightened already,“ it was 


45 For the liberal character of Mendelssohn’s Jerusalem as well as his unpublished 
statements see Altmann (1982: 37-65). 

46 In the volume of documents (Mendelssohn 1971ff., XXII) we can get an impres- 
sion of the continuous demands that Mendelssohn convert to Christianity—demands 
made by even the most enlightened theologians in Berlin such as Teller, Spalding, 
Liidke, Sack. Once Teller sent the following verses to Mendelssohn: “If you believe in 
God the father you ought to believe in his son. Don’t you customarily give credit to 
a son during the life of his father?” Mendelssohn answered very wittily and (as Teller 
had done in German) in verses as well: “How could we give credit to him? The father 
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his publication of a Jewish Credo in Jerusalem which really annoyed 
his contemporaries.“ Not only did Mendelssohn hold on to his Jewish 
religion. He even saw it as the better religion in terms of enlighten- 
ment. Jacobi’s friend Hamann was up in arms and published imme- 
diately a very pro-Christian pamphlet against Mendelssohn, entitled 
Golgatha and Schiblemini,® accusing Mendelssohn of atheism, mea- 
suring his Jewishness by Christian understanding. Jacobi, Herder, and 
even Goethe were all excited by Hamann’s book.” And Herder also 
did not like Mendelssohn’s Jerusalem.’ 

Interestingly enough, Herder as well as Hamann reacted against 
Mendelssohn’s use of natural law in favor of liberalism and freedom 
of conscience by generally rejecting natural law, despising the State, 
law and contract as mere abstract concepts, —pretty much in opposi- 
tion to Spinoza’s liberal political theory.” All their criticism was also 
directed against the Berliners in general and against their version of 
enlightenment—a way that led to deism, liberalism and even Jewish 
emancipation. But none of our German heroes in Weimar or Jena ever 
participated in the public debate. There was, instead, a great silence, if 
not a silent opposition. 

Thus the debate was left to participants who are unknown today 
and most of whose contributions were hostile or at least resistant 
to the suggestions of Dohm and Mendelssohn. It is striking though 


will live forever.” Mendelssohn (1971ff., XXII: 125). See also the introduction to Men- 
delssohn (1971ff., VII: XI-LXXX), and the appendix of documents about the Lavater 
affair which offer a detailed historical context, Mendelssohn (1971ff, VI: 295-374). 

# According to Mendelssohn, the Jewish religion was in agreement with rational 
philosophy and asked for action only but not for any particular belief. He had explained 
this sub rosa to the Duke Carl Wilhelm von Braunschweig already in January 1770— 
when the Duke requested that he do so, Mendelssohn (1971ff., VII: 300-305). 

48 Hamann (1784). 

2 Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 372); Hamann (1959, V: 191). 

5 Herder to Mendelssohn, May 5, 1784, Mendelssohn (1971ff., XIII: 192-193). 

51 It is striking that Hamann as well as Herder react to Mendelssohn’s Jerusalem 
with a general rejection of the liberal argument of natural law in the spirit of Spinoza. 
Herder writes to Hamann when receiving Golgatha und Schiblemini: “I also agree 
with you about the principles of the so-called philosophy: to me as well, the abstract 
words and definitions of church, state, natural law, society, were never satisfying; and 
it was just the secret nausea about that which turned me to my philosophy of history: 
when I am hearing these general philosophical considerations it is always as if I were 
listening to the story of a dream, because neither natural law, nor state and society do 
exist anywhere in such a philosophical purity and clarity etc. etc.” Herder to Hamann 
on Aug 23, 1784, Hamann (1959, V: 191). Hamann says in Golgatha und Schiblemini, 
that state, religion and freedom of conscience were “at first three words saying either 


» « 


everything or nothing”. “It is the same thing with the social Contract!” 
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that the very few defenders of Dohm’s book were all Berliners and, 
more specifically, enlightened Prussian Reformbeamte themselves.” 
One of them was Heinrich Diez, an Arabist, who, in 1783, published 
a booklet in favor of the reform of the Jews”? and, in 1784, another 
in favor of Spinoza.” Later, he became a Prussian diplomat in Con- 
stantinople.* Aside from these Prussian employees, only Immanuel 
Kant was excited about Mendelssohn’s Jerusalem—as we know from 
a wonderful private letter he wrote to Mendelssohn in August 1783.” 
We also know from a report of Hamann to Jacobi (in which Hamann 
was annoyed) that Kant defended the book against his best friends at 
a dinner party. He even announced that he would write a public posi- 
tive review of it in the journal Berlinische Monatsschrift. Such a review 
never appeared, however.*” 

As was already mentioned, the critique of Jacobi, Hamann and 
Herder was not exclusively directed against Mendelssohn. He was 
rather seen as part of the Berlin enlightenment, or as they called it, 
the “Berliner Synagoge”.** With this expression they referred to the 
enlightened theologians as well as the Reform employees and lawyers 


> Cf. Heinrich (2004: 816-832); Weber (2001: 89-99). See also Vierhaus (1994); 
Schweitzer (2006). 

33 Diez (1783). 

54 Diez (1784). 

5 In his contribution to the debate on Jewish emancipation, he raised the ques- 
tion “whether the accident which made us the stronger party justifies keeping the 
weaker oppressed and degraded beneath us? Violence will find the answer to this 
question quite unnecessary. However, reason and humanity will never justify them.” 
Diez (1783: 10f.); Cf. Heinrich (2004: 877-879). 

°° “You have managed to unite with your religion a degree of freedom of conscience 
that one would hardly have thought possible and of which no other religion can boast. 
You have at the same time thoroughly and clearly shown it necessary that every reli- 
gion have unrestricted freedom of conscience, so that finally even [our] church will 
have to consider how to rid itself of everything that burdens and oppresses conscience, 
and mankind will finally be united in regard to the essential point of religion. For all 
religious propositions that burden our conscience are based on history, that is, on 
making salvation contingent on belief in the truth of those historical propositions.” 
Kant to Mendelssohn on August 16, 1783, Kant (1999: 204) = Kant (1902ff., X: 325). 

”” On April 9/10, 1786, Hamann reports about a dinner party where Kant “had 
shown himself impressed to the point of enthusiasm by Mendelssohn’s original genius 
and by his Jerusalem.” He had even announced his intention to write a positive public 
statement about this in the Berlinische Monatsschrift. The subsequent “dispute had 
been so vehement that Kant had left annoyed, having behaved almost impolitely and 
roughly toward the bank director Ruffmann. This irritated Hippel who was displeased 
by the scene.” Jacobi (1981ff, I, 5: 145). 

58 Cf. Hamann’s repeated critiques in his letters to Jacobi on Jan 18, 1786; on March 
25-27, 1786; on April 9/10, 1786; on Oct 25, 1786. Jacobi (1981ff., I, 5: 29, 129-130, 
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who wrote the draft of the Prussian law. In addition, Friedrich Nico- 
lai, the editor of the Allgemeine Deutsche Bibliothek, was seen as the 
incarnation of the, so-called, “Berlinism”, reviewing all of German lit- 
erature, in all fields, according to the standards of the “enlightenment” 
in Berlin. But above all, it was specifically the new journal, Berlinische 
Monatsschrift, which Jacobi saw as the main institution of the alleged 
‘morgue berlinoise’.° When he realized that Kant had a rather good 
relationship with this journal, Jacobi was mightily annoyed.° The Ber- 
linian “reasonable Christians”, paying more attention to reason than 
to revelation,” being inclined more or less to deism or even naturalism 
in the sense of Reimarus Sr.,”—together with the Reform employees 
who were cooperating with Mirabeau®—were seen as agreeing closely 
with the famous Jewish philosopher in Berlin. Only where Chris- 
tianity had been set aside in favor of reason and tolerance could a 
Jew be admired to such a degree.“ It is not by chance that the often 
misunderstood critique of Berlin and the Berliners was continuously 
growing in the very same years that the anti-Judaic critique of the 
Jewish philosopher arose—a philosopher who was almost universally 
celebrated until 1783.° And it does not come as a surprise either that 


145-149, 391-392). For the reaction of the “Berliners” to that growing “Berlin-critique” 
see Berlinische Monatsschrift 1785/2, 311-335. 

” After receiving Dohm’s Bürgerliche Verbesserung Jacobi had obviously warned 
the author of the “Berlinian spirit” in his writing. In his answer on Dec 18, 1781, 
Dohm admits that he can’t see it, Jacobi (1981ff., I: 391). 

© “I would be very sorry if Kant took the side of these Berlinian scoundrels, and he 
would certainly regret it in the end.” March 3, 1786. Jacobi (1981ff., I, 5: 122). 

6 Weber (1986: 412-434). 

® Jacobi reports to Hamann on Augst 22, 1786: “The son of Spalding... has given 
me an account of the hatred and the contempt of the philosophers in Berlin toward 
Christianity which goes far beyond what I imagined. E.g., he had heard Biester saying 
that if one just doesn’t slack off now, within twenty years the name of Jesus would no 
longer be used in a religious sense.” Jacobi (1981ff., I, 5: 330). 

63 Weber (2001: 89-99). 

& E.g. Hamann, in his letter to Jacobi on Nov 30/Dec 4, 1785, speaks about “Rabbi 
Moses” in “Berlinian Jerusalem”, Jacobi (1981ff., I, 4: 257). See Biester’s position about 
this in his letter to Kant on June 11, 1786. Kant (1902ff., X: 429-434). 

& Even those men who understood themselves as open-minded and enlightened 
still spoke in anti-Judaic patterns. E.g. Herder comments on Mendelssohn’s Morgen- 
stunden: “Mendelssohn is too old and too much a classic philosopher of the German 
nation and language to be ready to give in, And he is also too cunning a Hebrew for 
an honest Christian to be able to get along with. In his Morning hours, he showed 
our Jacobi his naked backside in such a cunning way and tried to get his shadow of a 
Lessing out of the battle. I say ‘shadow of a Lessing’ because it is certainly not Lessing 
himself that he presents there as a feeble stag. He hoped to win the game by shift- 
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the public support for Jewish emancipation came almost exclusively 
from the enlightened Berlinian Reformbeamte. 


3. SOMETHING LESSING SAID—JACOBI’S STAND IN THE PUBLIC 
DEBATE ON JEWISH EMANCIPATION 


It seems as if the debate on Jewish emancipation does not have any- 
thing to do with the merely philosophical Pantheismusstreit. Jacobi 
even explicitly refused to participate in the debate on Jewish eman- 
cipation. When Dohm had asked him for a contribution for the sec- 
ond volume of his book he answered: “I am looking forward to your 
increased Jews but cannot add anything by myself because I cannot 
even get the Christians to higher ground.” Nevertheless, Jacobi did 
actually participate, clearly taking the side against the Jewish reform— 
although in a quite hidden way. In 1782, he published an essay whose 
title already reminds one of the Pantheismusstreit which he would soon 
initiate: it refers to Lessing but is aimed against his best friend Men- 
delssohn, entitled: Something Lessing said.” It was originally a review 
of a book which had criticized Emperor Joseph II for being absolut- 
istic. The author had even claimed that the emperor’s absolutism was 
worse than that of the Pope. Jacobi strongly agreed with this criticism 
and told his readers that Lessing had said something critical about 
absolutistic politics too.” Jacobi’s criticism—which appeared quite 
progressive since he was criticizing absolutism—was in fact directed 
against Joseph II and his reforms regarding the Jews in this very same 
year—which were of course introduced as absolutistic policies. Nei- 
ther the author of the critical book against Joseph II nor Jacobi in his 
enthusiastic review mentioned that the Austrian reform improved the 
conditions of the Jews. They just opposed the absolutistic form, the 
despotism itself: “If I could not stop the annual binge-drinking but by 


ing the pieces about on the board in this way.” (Herder to Hamann on Feb 2, 1786. 
Herder (1977, V: 163). 

6% Jacobi to Dohm on Dec 3, 1782. Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 100)—my emphasis. 

7 Jacobi (1782) = Jacobi (1998ff., IV, 1: 302-346). 

6 Müller (1782). 

© Cf. Christ (1988: 66). However, Christ takes Jacobi’s presentation of his motives 
for granted as he does throughout his entire book. Cf. e.g. ibid.: 67-69. 
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a despotic act I would rather let it be. It is better to be drunk once a 
year or even 12 times than to be thoroughly bad.”” 

What is particularly striking is the similarity of Jacobi’s strategy in 
this case and in the Pantheismusstreit that would soon begin. In both 
cases he works with letters urging people to say what he wants them 
to say in order to publish their letters together with his critical replies. 
Neither in Something Lessing said nor in the Spinozabiichlein does 
Jacobi directly state his actual concerns but rather stirs up the mud, 
bringing up apparently unrelated issues, thus confusing and weaken- 
ing his opponents. And, above all, in both cases, he uses the authority 
of Lessing in order to get the attention of the public as well as show- 
ing how Lessing disagreed with his best friend Mendelssohn. Last but 
not least, even the title Something Lessing said alludes clearly enough 
to the “Something about Lessing’s character” expected to be written 
soon by Mendelssohn. 

In the case of Something Lessing said, Jacobi sent his review at first 
to Johann Albert Heinrich Reimarus in Hamburg (who will later start 
the Pantheismusstreit by writing to Elise Reimarus). Because the Ham- 
burgers were quite reluctant (as was expected by Jacobi) to publish 
this “booklet against the emperor” (as Gleim understood immedi- 
ately”) Jacobi extended his writing and published it as an anonymous 
booklet in the fall of 1782. Its title Something Lessing said referred to 
the great authority Lessing—Mendelssohn’s friend. Then, Jacobi sent 
the booklet specifically to Mendelssohn and Dohm asking for their 
opinion. When they answered in a critical way, finding the absolut- 
ism of the Pope rather more annoying than that of the rulers of Aus- 
tria or Prussia (since the latter at least guaranteed several rights to 
their citizens), he asked them to allow the publication of their letters. 
After their agreement he published the letters in his journal Teutsches 
Museum and answered their critique in the next issue.” As a result, 
Jacobi appears to be in agreement with Lessing’s critique of absolut- 
ism” whereas Mendelssohn and Dohm are presented as defenders of 


” Jacobi to Campe on Nov 1, 1782. Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 76). 

71 Gleim to Jacobi on Nov 20, 1782. Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 95). 

72 Cf. Teutsches Museum, Jan and Feb 1783. 

73 What was it that was said by Lessing that Jacobi wanted to be known to the audi- 
ence? Lessing had criticized Febronius’s critique of the Pope as hypocritical. Under the 
pseudonym Febronius, Johann Nikolaus von Hontheim had published his book De 
statu ecclesiae in 1764 supporting the episcopalianism of the Empire church. On the 
textual basis of Catholic authors, he argued against the legal rights of the Pope. Also 
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absolutism—an appearance which is not even close to the truth.“ On 
the contrary, both had clearly expressed their preference for liberal and 
republican politics, and there can also be no doubt that, in fact, Less- 
ing was absolutely supportive of Jewish emancipation and would have 
been in agreement with the projects of Dohm and Mendelssohn. 

Several other questions arise. Why didn’t Jacobi publish his review 
or the extended paper in his own journal, since he could readily pre- 
dict the rejection of his review in Hamburg? Why did he only want 
to get just Mendelssohn and Dohm involved in this controversy? And 
why did he want to refer to a remark that Lessing had made in pass- 
ing? Also, although Something Lessing said seems to be a small work of 
Jacobi’s, he spent a lot of time and attention on it, working on it until 
spring 1783.” The whole process of publishing this work, and then 
the related contributions, shows Jacobi not only as a strategist who 
tries to avoid any frank statement about the sensitive issue, but also 
as one who was looking for an indirect way to damage his opponents 
in public. 


he reduced the Primate of the pope to a superiority in honor and the infallibility to 
problems of faith. The work favored the wishes of the rulers in the Catholic area for 
taking over the Church’s property. It had been put on the index of forbidden books 
in 1764. However, when the author admitted his authorship in 1778 (!) and recanted, 
a new discussion started. It is obvious that when Lessing called this work hypocritical, 
he was pointing to the book’s tendency to serve the very egotistic material interests of 
the Catholic rulers in the Empire. 

7 Dohm is pretty clear about his political preferences: “My principles are truly 
republican; but among the large monarchies I see ours as the best (abstracting from 
a certain basic mistake) because a great man stands on the top of it, and because in 
no other country is [there] less repression, injustice than by us, and at least there 
is order and uniformity in the repression, as little as possible depends on personal 
circumstances. ... However, I freely admit that if I were not a Prussian I would be a 
British, Swiss or citizen of a Reichsstadt; but among monarchies I like our state the 
most”. Dec 18, 1781. Jacobi (1981ff., I, 2: 391-392). And on Feb 25, 1782, he writes: 
“I would rather call those states more or less free where the sovereignty is somehow 
divided.” Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 9). 

7 Cf. Jacobi to Gallitzin on Dec 13, 1782. Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 102); to Dohm about 
Mendelssohn on Dec 16, 1782. Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 103), and on Jan 16, 1783. Jacobi 
(1981ff., I, 3: 111); Dohm to Jacobi on Jan 27, 1783. Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 119-120); 
Jacobi an Gallitzin on Feb 7 and 8, 1783. Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 122), and to Forster on 
Feb 9, 1783. Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 123). 
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4. THE PANTHEISMUSSTREIT AS JACOBI’S SECOND ATTACK ON 
MENDELSSOHN’S RATIONALISM 


In March 1783, while Jacobi was still occupied with his Something 
Lessing said, he also received Elise Reimarus’ enthusiastic letter about 
her wonderful meeting with the Jewish philosopher Mendelssohn in 
Berlin, praising his open-minded and warmhearted personality. She 
also reported that he was now ready to write his long expected “Some- 
thing about Lessing’s character”.”° Jacobi did not answer soon. Only 
on July 21 did he write a short note—albeit a note that included a 
bomb. Although something had also happened in the time between the 
two letters: Mendelssohn published his book Jerusalem—the theoreti- 
cal peak of the public debate on Jewish emancipation. Jacobi’s anger 
about this book and, moreover, about the whole Berlinian enlighten- 
ment can be found in his correspondence with Hamann and Herder. 
Thus, as I see it, when Jacobi finally answered the letter of Elise by 
announcing Lessing’s Spinozism he actually answered Mendelssohn 
by opening a new and most subtle strategic game intended to disturb 
or even to stop the public debate on Jewish emancipation as well as 
to attack the enlighteners in Berlin. Jacobi had found Mendelssohn’s 
Achilles heel when he pointed to Lessing’s Spinozism. 

The question arises: how could the announcement of Lessing’s Spi- 
nozism have an impact on the debate of Jewish emancipation? The 
short answer is—it almost instantaneously destroyed the great reputa- 
tion of Mendelssohn, whose authority was essential to the project of 
Jewish emancipation in Prussia. Whereas prior to 1785 he was seen 
as the greatest living German philosopher (despite being a Jew), his 
reputation was so totally destroyed after the Pantheismusstreit that his 
works were no longer read (by Christians). 

To be more explicit—the rise of Spinoza in Germany through 
the Pantheismusstreit was directly connected to the decline of Men- 
delssohn. It is striking that the more Spinoza was transformed from 
the ‘Judaeus aposynagogos’ (as he was called by Christian philosophers 
and theologians in the 17th century) to the ‘philosophus christianis- 
simus (as he was addressed by Goethe and Herder), or even to the 
“God-intoxicated philosopher” (as Novalis named him) the more 
Mendelssohn became, for the Christian audience, again simply the 


76 March 25, 1782. Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: 137-138). 
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Jewish and the despised philosopher. Until his publication of Jerusalem 
he had been admired as being enlightened (although still a Jew), and 
he was therefore expected to convert at any time. But his Jewish Credo 
in Jerusalem in 1783 was different from the approach of most of his 
Christian contemporaries; he was now seen once again as a stubborn, 
hardened, Jew. The picture of Mendelssohn, the Jewish philosopher 
who understood neither Spinoza nor his friend Lessing—as it was first 
drawn by Jacobi and then by Herder, the romantics, and Hegel—also 
became the model for the way in which the German history of philo- 
sophy and literature has presented the story of the Pantheismusstreit 
ever since.” 

However, this longstanding narrative is wrong, and, due to anti- 
Judaic prejudice, often quite unconsciously held. In fact, Mendelssohn 
was certainly the first meaningful philosopher in the German language 
who not only understood and admired Spinoza but who also expressed 
that admiration in public—as early as in 1755. He had studied Spi- 
noza in his youth and agreed widely with Spinoza’s theory of affects 
in the Ethics parts 3 and 4. Mendelssohn even used Spinoza’s ideas for 
his new esthetics (which can be seen as an alternative to Baumgarten 
and Kant) and for his theory of mixed emotions which was praised 
by Lessing and used in his play writing.” Kant held Mendelssohn’s 
esthetics in high esteem and owes him even more than he expressed, 
particularly concerning the concept of the sublime.” Moreover, Men- 
delssohn also knew Spinoza’s Theological-political treatise very well. 
Ironically, this can be seen particularly in his book Jerusalem.® Specifi- 
cally, when he argues that it is impossible to take away the freedom of 


7” See Schneider (1994). In light of Mendelssohn’s specific interpretation of Spi- 
noza on the basis of a thoroughgoing knowledge of the original texts as published 
in Spinoza’s Opera Posthuma (and quoting from them) it is hard to understand how 
the opinion could arise that Mendelssohn had not known Spinoza except from Chris- 
tian Wolffs refutation of Spinoza’s Ethics. Christ follows this claim as well without 
giving evidence, Christ (1988: 16-17). Above all he follows Jacobi’s suggestion that 
Mendelssohn did not even understand his friend Lessing, ibid.: 74. Cf. also ibid.: 98, 
106-108, 115-118, 147.—See Niewöhner (1994: 296); Goldenbaum (2002: 265-325). 
However, the editors of the new edition of Jacobi’s correspondence state very clearly: 
“It is evident, even from his request to Elise Reimarus, that Mendelssohn knows Spi- 
noza very well. The opinion is to be corrected that he knew Spinoza only second 
hand.” Jacobi (1981ff., I, 3: XI). 

78 Lessing (1968, X: 101-102); Lessing (1968, IX: 146-147). 

7? Cf. Kant (1951: 82-106) = Kant (1902ff., V.5: 251-287); Mendelssohn (1997: 
192-232) = Mendelssohn (1971ff., I: 217ff.)—See also Goldenbaum (1996). 

8° Guttmann (1933: 312-313). 
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judgment, he uses exactly the same argument as Spinoza in justifying 
the freedom of conscience: We simply cannot choose our judgment or 
our emotions because they follow necessarily in our mind. Not being 
responsible for them we cannot be punished for thinking and feeling 
the way we do. He also agrees with Spinoza’s argument for separating 
church and state. 

So a more detailed explanation of the impact of Jacobi’s announce- 
ment of Lessing’s Spinozism is required: First of all, despite Men- 
delssohn’s admiration and acceptance of his “brother Spinoza,” he 
could not follow Spinoza in all points. For Spinoza, the Jewish law 
was no longer in force after the destruction of the Jewish state. In the 
Jewish State the civil law and the religious law were identical, having 
had God as a ruler. Therefore (according to Spinoza) the law lost its 
validity with the end of the state. If Mendelssohn had followed Spi- 
noza he would have put himself outside the Jewish community as well. 
That would have driven him even to join the Christians. (He was too 
famous in comparison to the young Spinoza to do this, and, Prussia 
was not the Netherlands.) Above all, Mendelssohn’s project of Jewish 
emancipation asked for toleration of the Jews as Jews. Thus, he had to 
reject Spinoza in this respect if he did not want to give up his own Jew- 
ish identity, and, at the same time, his project of Jewish emancipation. 
And, for the same reason, he could not accept Spinoza’s notion of God 
which is not compatible with any positive religion based on a personal 
God who punishes or rewards people. Finally, he could not accept Spi- 
noza’s determinism either, for it does not allow for sinning. 

Secondly, Mendelssohn had shielded his position against ortho- 
dox Rabbis as well as against presumptuous Christians by invoking 
Leibnizian and Wolffian philosophy, basing his religion on the Jewish 
law, where this is understood as requiring actions only. He felt abso- 
lutely free to use his reason without limits.*' Following Leibniz and 


sı “We don’t agree about the necessity of the Ceremonial Laws. Even if their sig- 
nificance as a genre of scripture or a sign-language had lost its use, its necessity as 
a bond of union would not end. And I think this union itself will have to be main- 
tained according to the plan of Providence as long as Polytheism, Anthropomorphism 
and religious usurpation still rule the globe. As long as these Furies are united in 
their assault on reason, the authentic theists have to make a kind of a union among 
themselves as well. Otherwise those Furies will get control of everything. But on what 
should such a union be based? On principles and opinions? They put reason in fetters 
as do articles of faith, symbols, formulas. Therefore actions, i.e. ceremonies. Our efforts 
should actually just be to stop the routinized abuse and give authentic and sound sig- 
nificance to the ceremonies and to make the scripture readable and comprehensible 
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Wolff, even the notion of God and the immortality of the soul could 
be understood by reason. The revelation of the Jewish law was proved 
to be highly probable and not contrary to reason. Thus, as long as he 
fulfilled his duties as prescribed by the law he could claim to be an 
orthodox Jew, despite also being “enlightened”. Toward the Christians 
he could defend himself as being enlightened, showing his readiness 
to argue in a rational way and to write in a clear German style despite 
being a Jew. 

It was this well fortified position of Mendelssohn which was heav- 
ily attacked by Jacobi when he claimed that all rationalism would 
lead to Spinozism. If Jacobi was right, Mendelssohn had to either be 
consistent and become a Spinozist, or he had to give up his rational- 
izm and obey the Jewish law just because it was the Jewish law, as 
a pure external command, without understanding it. Christians had 
always seen the Jewish law that way and judged it as pure superstition. 
Tertium non datur, according to Jacobi. But Mendelssohn could not 
accept this alternative. He had to defend his friend Lessing against the 
accusation of Spinozism but, above all, he had to disprove the claim 
that rationalism would necessarily lead to Spinozism. Thus, he had to 
show the possibility of a rational proof of God and of the immortality 
of the soul as well as of free will against Spinoza. He was caught in the 
sophisticated trap of Jacobi. 

It was personally tragic for Mendelssohn that, at the end of his life, 
he was displayed very publicly as having been separated from his best 
friend Lessing as a result of Jacobi’s book. Their unique friendship was 
based on unlimited trust and open-mindedness. They had discussed 
questions of philosophy, religion, esthetics and politics ever since their 
time together in Berlin. Mendelssohn had always believed himself to be 
in general agreement with Lessing, despite the fact that they belonged 
to different religious denominations. This conviction was confirmed 
again in Nathan the Wise, although Mendelssohn had previously 
been concerned with Lessing’s Education of Humankind. However 
Lessing was eager to explain that the latter was not written for him, 


again—since it has become incomprehensible as a result of hypocrisy and the tricks 
of priests. But we should pit all our stubbornness against the Jesuit tricks by which 
they invite us to unite with them, with all appearance of friendliness, but actually 
want to lure us over to their side.” Mendelssohn to Herz Homberg on Sept 22, 1783. 
Mendelssohn (1971ff., XIII: 134). 
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but for the enlightened Christian theologians.® It is definitely tragic 
that it was Mendelssohn who had to refute Spinoza—Mendelssohn, 
who had admired, studied and defended this fellow-Jew all his life. 
It is also tragic that Mendelssohn had to do so in order to defend 
his friend Lessing against the accusation of Spinozism—Lessing, who 
had certainly learned his first lessons about Spinoza from him. Men- 
delssohn’s correspondence with Reimarus shows the enormous effort 
the new critical discussion of Spinoza’s philosophy represented for 
him, particularly after the publishing marathon on behalf of Jewish 
emancipation.* 

But, in addition, Jacobi’s attack questioned rationalism in general 
and also any rational approach to religion. This consequence was 
clearly seen by Kant and caused him finally to intervene in this dis- 
cussion, defending a religion which would be compatible with reason.™ 
But for Mendelssohn, the lack of such a rational embedding of religion 
was even more troubling. It was a principal obstacle in the way of 
tolerance, making any further rational discussion about religion mean- 
ingless, and, therefore, impossible—not to mention the possibility of 
equal rights for members of all religions. Thus for Mendelssohn, as a 
result of the Pantheismusstreit, everything that he had lived and worked 
for all his life was at stake. He died on January 4, 1786, while working 
on the publication of his last writing To the friends of Lessing.” 


5. THE OUTCOME OF THE PANTHEISMUSSTREIT 


It is amazing how perfectly Jacobi’s strategy worked. Initiating the 
Pantheismusstreit did indeed bring Mendelssohn’s intellectual repu- 
tation down to zero, made the project of Jewish emancipation fade 
(although this was also due to the restoration period after the French 
Revolution), and caused a wave of aggressive criticism against Berlin. 
However, Jacobi did not succeed in stopping the influence of Spinoza 


* Lessing answers Mendelssohn’s concerns about his Education of Humankind by 
quoting from a letter Mendelssohn had sent to him about 20 years previously, remind- 
ing him of the particular audience the writing was directed to. Cf. Goldenbaum (1986: 
42-47); cf. also Strohschneider (1994: 286-290). 

83 Cf. Mendelssohn to E. and J.A.H. Reimarus, Nov 18, 1783. Mendelssohn (1971ff., 
XIII: 159). 

54 Cf. Kant (1902ff., V.4: 337-353); Goldenbaum (2000: 98-115). 

85 Mendelssohn (1786). 
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in spite of his great efforts to show the identity of Spinozism and Athe- 
ism. His surprising agreement with Lessing was indeed only about the 
consistency of Spinoza: “There is no other philosophy than that of 
Spinoza.”*° But whereas Lessing accepted Spinoza’s determinism and 
did not ask for a personal God or free will, Jacobi felt a deep longing 
for the Christian faith and its incomprehensible truths. Therefore he 
rejected Spinoza and suggested a leap into faith (a salto mortale). 

But, in spite of his efforts, the name of Spinoza became well-known 
in Germany after 1785, particularly among the younger generation, 
ie. for all those who would soon become famous,—Goethe, Herder, 
Schelling, Hegel, Hölderlin, Schleiermacher, Novalis, Schlegel. They 
praised Spinoza as the greatest philosopher ever and—as the most 
Christian and even God-intoxicated man. Moreover, they also agreed 
that the rejection of Spinoza and his treatment as a “dead dog”” by 
earlier generations of theologians and philosophers was simply due to 
their own dullness and lack of understanding of Spinoza’s deep philo- 
sophy which this generation had, of course, had mastered. This story 
is still told in all histories of German philosophy and literature.” 

But—is this correct? Was there anybody in Jena or Weimar who 
understood Spinoza correctly and still accepted him? In fact, none of 
the famous admirers of Spinoza became a Spinozist in any strict sense 
and none of them embraced Spinoza’s determinism, his rejection of 
free will, or the lack of a personal God. None of the new partisans of 
Spinoza among the classic poets or philosophers in Weimar and Jena 
came even close to Lessing’s Spinozism. Thus, ironically, they fell in 
love with pantheism instead, i.e. with a soft Spinozism defended by 
Mendelssohn and eagerly refuted by Jacobi. Moreover, Spinoza’s work 
was newly interpreted, and this was in fact a Christianization.” It was 
by virtue of this Christianization that Spinoza suddenly became fash- 
ionable and was subsequently embraced. It is striking that this fashion 
came about precisely when Mendelssohn had published his refutation 
of Spinoza, having been subtly urged to do so by Jacobi. 


86 Mendelssohn (1971ff., XIII: 138). 

#7 Lessing complained about those people who talked about Spinoza like a “dead 
dog” in the “Spinoza talk”. Mendelssohn (1971ff., XIII: 144). 

# Baum senses this tendency in the literature on the Spinozastreit, but notices that 
there was a change in this perception in the late 1980s, largely due to the new edition 
of Jacobi’s correspondence by Jaeschke and Hammacher. Cf. Baum (2002: 251, fn.1). 

® Cf, Timm (1974); Otto (1994). 
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From 1785, Spinoza was welcomed as the real Christian philoso- 
pher; the starting point of great German philosophy and literature, 
and the dull philosophers and theologians of the Enlightenment were 
rejected—particularly the Jewish philosopher Moses Mendelssohn, 
who, it was believed, had not understood the concept of “God-intoxi- 
cated man”. This view of the Pantheismusstreit as a historical dividing 
line was emphasized even more by the fact that a broader reception of 
Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason was also due to the Pantheismusstreit, 
and that this led to his second edition in 1787. The threatening claim, 
made by Jacobi, that all rationalism would finally lead to Spinozism, 
made people think about an alternative and so Kant was suddenly a 
focus of attention, even though his Critique had hardly been read pre- 
viously.” It is this overwhelming significance of the Pantheismusstreit 
in developing German classic literature and German Idealism which 
put it at the center of all investigations into the reception that Spinoza 
received among the Germans. 

On the other hand, the Pantheismusstreit also produced a general 
contempt toward the theoretical achievements of the Enlightenment, 
which led to a general neglect and lack of recognition of the Enlighten- 
ers’ works. The widespread opinion that there was nothing meaning- 
ful in the philosophy of the Enlightenment made their works unread 
and unknown—not to mention ignoring the extensive discussion of 
Spinoza during the German Enlightenment. This changed, however, 
during the short period of Vormärz in the 1830’s when the Young 
Hegelians (Bauer, Strauss, Marx, Hess) and Feuerbach, Heinrich Heine 
and Georg Büchner re-discovered not only Spinoza, but also Reimarus, 
Edelmann and also the rest of the Enlightenment. °' It is not by chance 
that this interest was then focused on Spinoza’s historical critique of 
the Bible, his political philosophy (which had been totally neglected by 
the German idealists), and also on the classic and romantic poets. 

In the middle of the 19th century, interest in and admiration for 
Spinoza in Germany soon decreased. Despite the fact that he had now 


% “Since the Jacobian quarrels, all philosophical minds seem to be awakened from 
their indifference toward all speculative philosophy, in which they had smiled at Men- 
delssohn’s Morning Hours, and to the most vivid interest in you.” Daniel Jenisch to 
Kant on May 14, 1787. Kant (1902ff., X: 462). 

°l Strauss (1862); Marx/Engels (1976, IV, 1.1: 233-276/1.2, 773-818) = Cahiers Spi- 
noza (1977); cf. Matheron (1977); Igoin (1977); Bieling (1979); Erdös (1994: 318-339); 
Goldenbaum (1993); Hess (1837); Feuerbach (1833) = Feuerbach (1969); Heine (2007: 
50-54, 59); Büchner (1999: 280-352, 613-624). 
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become a part of the history of philosophy, and was seen as one of the 
great philosophers, there was still a constant tendency to downplay the 
impact of Spinoza on the great German philosophers and poets. Dan- 
zel, in his biography of Lessing, still emphasized the great significance 
of Spinoza to Lessing, but Gorier, when writing the second volume of 
this biography after Danzel’s death, tried to minimize this emphasis.” 
The Lessing literature is full of other attempts to show that Lessing was 
never a Spinozist. Similar tendencies can also be seen in the literature 
about Herder and Goethe. But the most striking example of the silent 
resistance against the significance of Spinoza for German thinking 
is certainly the vehement reaction of Leibniz scholars—among them 
Gorier, Trendelenburg, Gerhardt, Kabitz and Cassirer—to the sugges- 
tions of Erdmann” and Stein” that Leibniz was interested in, and for a 
short period, even influenced by Spinoza. The stubborn rejection of any 
influence of Spinoza on Leibniz continued until recently and led to the 
false view, held for more than 100 years, that Leibniz’s philosophical 
development was perrenial in an exceptional way.” In order to avoid 
any possibility of influence of Spinoza on Leibniz it was claimed that 
the latter had already developed his own metaphysics in his youth, 
and that he was no longer receptive toward further external influences 
such as Spinoza’s philosophy. Today, however, Stein’sground-breaking 
thesis about a Spinoza-friendly period in Leibniz life is gaining more 
and more support. 

It is striking that a new vivid interest in Spinoza arose within the 
German Social Democratic Party. The journals and newspapers of this 
party during the final decades of the 19th and the first of the 20th 
century are full of Spinoza articles. The former rabbi and Social Demo- 
crat, Jakob Stern, translated Spinoza’s works into German for a paper- 
back edition (Reclam publisher), making it available and accessible to 
everyone. He also published an introduction to Spinoza’s philosophy.” 
The discussion of the question of whether Spinoza’s or Kant’s philo- 
sophy ought to be the party’s main philosophy (in contrast to that 
of Marx’ social theory) was even discussed quite seriously at a Party 
Congress.” 


%2 Danzel (1849); Guhrauer (1853). 
3 Erdmann (1840: XXI). 
4 Stein (1888a); Stein (1888b); Stein (1890). 
5 Goldenbaum (2007: 107-138). 
6 Stern (1890); cf. Lauermann (1994). 
7 Cf. Goldenbaum (2003). 
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It was also in the final decades of the 19th century that the first 
affirmative investigations into Spinoza appeared in Germany. Three 
young Jewish scholars and prospective rabbis—Krakauer, Baeck, and 
Grunwald—* were eager to refute Kuno Fischer’s thoughtless remark 
that the Jews ban of Spinoza’s works had retained its power, even over 
the Christians, until the Pantheismusstreit.” They focused on the so- 
called “early Spinozists” in Germany—Wachter, Dippel, Stosch, Lau, 
and Edelmann—who, had declared their commitment and their debts 
to Spinoza since the early 18th century, and although they didn’t fol- 
low him in all respects, and, ultimately, all of them were marginal- 
ized, their works were published, sold and reviewed within Germany. 
Despite looking especially for the early Spinozists, the historians men- 
tioned above looked at the way in which the early Spinoza was received 
and, in addition, paid explicit attention to the well known and recog- 
nized academic philosophers of the German Enlightenment.'” They 
provided good evidence that Leibniz, Thomasius, Pufendorf, Wolff, 
Reimarus and learned theologians such as Mosheim and Baumgarten 
were all well acquainted with Spinoza and his work, but also worked 
very hard to refute him. They saw the critical discussion of Spinoza 
as clear evidence that his philosophy had actually been received. In 
fact, the contemporary academic critics of Spinoza in the early 18th 
century provided serious and surprisingly objective reviews of Spi- 
noza’s works and its translations as well as of the works of the early 
Spinozists in public journals and newspapers within Germany. These 
appeared during the first half of the 18th century and certainly spread 
the knowledge of Spinoza.'*' Research into the way in which Spinoza 


38 Krakauer (1881); Baeck (1895); Grunwald (1897). 

°° Fischer (1865: 95). 

100 However, these works have been superceeded by more recent works relating to 
our knowledge of the early Spinozists—Schréder (1987); Otto (1994); for the relation 
of Wolff to Tschirnhaus see Gawlick (2002)—it remains their particular achievement 
to have pointed to the intense presence of Spinoza in the intellectual discussion of the 
mainstream philosophy and theology in Germany during the 18th century. 

101 Cf. e.g. the German journals Freye Urtheile und Nachrichten zum Aufnehmen 
der Wissenschaften und Historie tiberhaupt (1744), 418-22; Fortgesetzte Sammlung von 
Alten und Neuen Theologischen Sachen (1746), 731-41; Nachrichten von einer Halli- 
schen Bibliothek I (1748), 58-63 on the TTP: 69-74 on the French Trans. of the TTP: 
103-115 on the Op. Posth., 115-116 on Schmidt’s German Trans. of the Ethica. It is 
this public presence of Spinoza in the German intellectual sphere which distinguishes 
it from his clandestine presence in France. 
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was initially received in Germany did not begin again until decades 
after the end of the second World War.'” 

Although Spinoza became part and parcel of the academic history 
of philosophy in the 19th century, discussions of his work in Germany 
were, until the time of the Nazis, mainly conducted by Jewish authors.’ 
Whether they loved or hated the philosopher (like Hermann Cohen), 
they knew his writings and they developed a well founded position 
toward his philosophy. Ludwig Stein, Ernst Cassirer, Franz Mauthner, 
Gustav Landauer, and Albert Einstein are great examples of scholars 
with a natural familiarity with Spinoza’s thinking, although they held 
very different interpretations of it, and, however, none of them was 
a Spinoza scholar. When the German Jews were expelled from Ger- 
many, having been persecuted and murdered during the Nazi time, 
this intense interest and solid knowledge of Spinoza, as well as whole 
libraries with books of and about Spinoza, were lost to Germany. Spi- 
noza’s thinking did not regain any particular significance until long 
after the war. And, when Italy and France experienced a new Spinoza 
renaissance in the 1960s—Germany, the ‘land of the philosophers’, did 
not echo it. 


102 Cf. Heise (1954); Winter (1960); Stiehler (1961a); Stiehler (1961b); Stiehler 
(1966); Schröder (1987); Otto (1994, 1. Part); Schröder (1994); Schröder (2002). 
103 Cf. Schapkow (2001); Zeev (2001). 
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142, 145, 290, 293, 301, 314 

delight 279 

democracy 5,13, 221, 223, 227-230 

dependence 82, 197, 206, 213, 226, 
237, 317 

depersonalisation 254 

desire (cupiditas) 74, 151, 165, 166, 
168, 176, 184, 201, 207, 211, 212, 234, 
235, 237, 238, 259, 261, 273, 274, 287 
- irrational 237, 238, 241, 244 
- rational 267, 272 

determination 43, 48, 50, 54, 55, 83, 
89, 90, 131, 132, 134, 142, 233, 235, 
236, 281, 283, 286, 287, 301 
- causal 50, 131, 134 
- self- / by oneself / own 2, 189, 

215, 285 

determinism 9, 279, 296, 325, 342, 
345 

dictates of reason (dictamina rationis): 
see reason 

difference 
- numerical 

113, 118 

- specific 

disillusionment 

displeasure (tristitia) 256, 286, 287 

duration (duratio) 48, 53, 144, 158, 
162, 186, 196, 265, 270, 276, 290, 291, 
295-298, 301, 302, 304 

duty 209, 319, 320 


egoism 198, 201, 209 

emotion (also see affect) 1, 6, 7, 10, 
14, 75, 76, 98, 149-151, 165, 175, 
180-188, 221, 247, 248, 255-260, 
265-268, 272-278 

epistemology 1, 11, 82, 149, 233, 281, 
321, 333 

essence 19, 22, 25-27, 37, 38, 45, 
50-59, 67, 69, 71, 73, 82, 83, 96, 102, 
106, 114, 115, 129, 139-145, 160-162, 
165, 166, 177, 178, 193, 198-200, 203, 
205, 239, 242, 252, 257, 270, 276, 282, 
284, 289, 291, 296-304, 309, 314, 315, 
319 


99-101, 104, 109, 110, 


103, 113, 116 
200, 206 


- actual (essentia actualis) 56, 140, 
235, 236 
— eternal / timeless 55, 248, 253, 


257, 282, 296, 302 
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- and existence 37, 38, 51, 55, 70, 
290, 294, 299 
- formal (essentia formalis) 56, 139 
- individual 144, 248, 249, 252-254, 
257, 258, 278, 300, 301 
eternity 1, 53, 64, 68, 140, 144, 145, 
245, 246, 257, 270, 271, 290-295, 298, 
301-303, 307, 313 
- under an aspect of (sub specie 
aeternitatis) 64, 65, 144, 252, 270, 
271, 276, 291 
event 54, 61, 63, 65, 73-75, 85-87, 89, 
91, 107-109, 114, 115, 150, 170, 247, 
249, 260, 261, 272, 282, 286, 300, 301, 
304, 313, 315 
evil 3, 189, 198, 214, 249, 253 
excellence (praestantia) 116, 117 
existence 2, 26-28, 42, 46, 48, 51-56, 
59, 64, 69, 70, 73, 87, 95, 102, 105, 
120, 140, 144, 145, 152, 155, 163, 177, 
178, 183, 184, 186, 189, 218, 220, 226, 
235, 256, 260, 265, 277, 295-297, 312, 
315, 316, 325 
- actual 178, 296-301, 315 
- and essence: see essence 
explanation 6, 17, 19, 23, 27, 30, 
32-34, 36, 50-53, 56, 69, 86, 87, 89, 
94, 96, 101, 103, 109, 111 
- causal 41, 44, 48, 50, 51, 55, 56 
extension 20, 26, 28-32, 40, 41, 47, 49, 
50, 53, 63, 74, 119, 124-126, 144, 159, 
178, 299, 302, 304 
- modes of: see mode 
- and thinking / thought 6, 22, 26, 
29, 30, 41, 43, 45, 46, 65, 67, 83-90, 
95, 166, 187, 281, 283, 294, 299, 
300, 310 


facies totius universi 39, 55, 300 

faculty (facultas) 61, 62, 67, 68, 83, 84, 
102, 114, 149, 186, 231, 248, 275 

fatalism 279 

fear 10, 75, 168, 177, 196, 221, 222, 
224-226, 255-257, 274, 307 

fluctuatio animi 169 

force (vis) 37, 120, 123, 154-158, 165, 
170, 175, 184-186, 220, 228, 310 

fortuna 266, 268, 272, 278 

freedom (also see liberty) 1, 4-9, 14, 
59, 73, 75, 76, 167, 179, 180, 182, 
184, 188, 189, 190, 193-200, 204, 212, 
222, 228, 230, 231, 233, 245, 247, 249, 
251, 253, 254, 265-267, 269, 271-273, 
276-279, 308, 333, 334, 342 
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- non-freedom 193, 194, 196, 197, 
233 
- political / public 
232 
- ofspeech 224, 230, 231 
- ofthought 8,76 
- of will: see will 
French revolution 228, 344 


212, 227, 229, 


God 
- essence of 37, 38, 67, 83, 114, 
140-143, 239 
- existence of 23, 27-29, 46, 120, 
144, 312, 316, 325 
- idea of 138, 142, 206, 275, 286, 
299, 314 
- immanence of 6, 8, 11, 37, 43, 
140, 145, 235 
— love of / amor Dei intellectualis 8, 
140, 145, 201, 208, 269-271, 273, 
276, 281, 289, 290, 293, 294, 317 
- or nature / or substance 6, 8, 
27-30, 37, 67, 70, 202, 279, 313, 
329 
- personal 61, 62, 68, 83, 105, 254, 
258, 325, 342, 345 
- power of 59, 61, 162, 218, 313, 
320 
- will of 59, 60, 62, 66-68, 179, 320 
good (and bad): see bad 
(a) good 2, 75, 166, 175, 180-183, 201, 
206-208, 211-213, 221, 233-246, 321 
government 5,189, 197, 221, 227, 228, 
230, 231 
grief 7, 75,77 


hate 2, 7, 168, 169, 172, 239, 255, 256, 
268, 273, 310 
Hegelianism, British 11 
history 54-56, 228, 300, 327 
- causal 70-72, 75, 76 
- ofindividuals 175, 252-255, 258 
- of philosophy / of reception 7, 9, 
13, 81, 94, 97, 232, 254, 258, 341, 
347, 349 
holism, semantic 106 
homeostatic 155, 156, 158 
hope 168, 200, 221, 222, 255 
hydrostatic 120, 121 


idea (as mode of thought) 63, 74-76, 
82, 87, 89, 91, 92, 94, 101-115, 
118-120, 129-142, 145, 166, 176-178, 
183-187, 195, 205, 208, 252, 257, 270, 
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275, 276, 284-294, 298-301, 304, 310, 
314, 319-323 
- adequate / clear and distinct / 
true 92, 115, 120, 130, 135-137, 
141, 145, 172, 173, 177, 186-188, 
190, 197, 199, 206, 207, 237, 241, 
260, 285, 291, 299-303, 314 
- association of: see association 
- auxiliary 132, 133 
- ofidea (idea ideae) 
286, 294 
- inadequate / confused / false 130, 
131, 175-177, 184-188, 197-200, 
206, 253, 255, 260, 272, 288, 302 
(an) ideal 96, 198, 201, 208, 236, 243, 
244, 259, 267, 277 
Idealism, German 9, 10, 346 
identity 32, 34, 37, 84-86, 89-97, 112, 
128, 142, 164, 293 
- of mind and body 84, 86 
- non-identity 23-25, 32, 34 
- principle ofi. ofindiscernibles 23 
imagination (imaginatio) 45, 46, 60, 
129-136, 142, 145, 164, 171, 172, 186, 
195, 200, 220, 236, 239, 268, 270-276, 
291 
- power of 132, 143, 145 
imitation of affects: see affects 
immanence 6, 8, 11, 37, 43, 62, 140, 
145, 208, 235, 236, 239, 244 
immortal(ity) 199, 200, 257, 258, 270, 
271, 295, 298, 301-304, 333, 343 
impotence / lack of power 167, 180, 
181, 193, 194, 197, 199, 200, 208, 213, 
266, 267, 285 
indignation (indignatio) 224, 225 
(an) individual 6-8, 92, 100, 103, 108, 
110, 116, 127, 138, 139, 151, 153, 
157, 164-166, 172, 173, 175, 184, 189, 
193-199, 211, 214-216, 219-223, 226, 
227, 230, 231, 234, 235, 238-258, 261, 
272, 276, 281-285, 289, 293 
individuality 6, 7, 100, 101, 128, 257, 
259, 281, 282, 290, 292, 294 


130, 135, 285, 


inertia(l) 119, 123, 155-159, 163, 165, 
186 
infinite 21, 45, 47, 83, 106, 149, 281, 


282, 284, 313, 319 

- absolutely 27 

- attributes 27, 205 

- intellect / understanding 39, 40, 
42, 44, 46, 50, 54, 104-106, 115, 
286, 293, 299, 301 

- modes: see mode 
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infinitely many things / attributes / 
modes 21, 42, 44, 50, 53, 64, 67, 313 
institution(al) 13, 215, 222-232, 336 
intellect (intellectus) 19, 45-48, 62, 
76, 77, 83, 104, 114, 115, 132, 133, 
180-188, 194, 252, 265, 267, 268, 
270-272, 275, 276, 303, 318 
- intellectual love of God: see God 
intention(al) / intentionality 102, 135, 
150, 166, 183, 184, 202-204, 220 


interaction 137, 193, 196, 214, 218, 
290, 310, 317 
- psychophysical 87, 90-92, 94, 
177 


intuition 44, 112, 140, 141, 143, 250, 
286 

intuitive / intuitive knowledge (also see 
scientia intuitiva or knowledge) 43, 
49, 129, 135, 139-145, 245, 251, 271, 
279, 319 


joy (also see pleasure) 7, 149, 151, 
165, 166, 168, 170-176, 199-201, 207, 
208, 212, 214, 238, 239, 278, 288, 293, 
307 

judg(e)ment 10, 131, 185, 190, 206, 
208, 209, 215, 217, 220, 223, 224, 229, 
235, 238, 240, 243, 256, 282, 309, 313, 
342 


knowledge 1-3, 45, 57, 71-73, 76, 
82-84, 102, 103, 108, 109, 117, 119, 
121, 122, 129, 130, 167, 187, 196, 200, 
208, 211, 212, 214, 219, 234-239, 245, 
246, 250, 278, 282, 284, 285, 287, 292, 
303, 307-314, 317-321 
- of lst kind 82, 270, 284, 292 
- of2nd kind / rational 136, 172, 
173, 176, 251, 252, 271, 281, 285, 
286, 288-290, 292 

- of3rd kind / intuitive / of 
essences 129, 135-145, 245, 
251, 269, 271, 279, 281, 284, 286, 
289-294 

- adequate 82, 133-137, 141, 235, 
236, 239, 241, 242, 245, 250, 273 

- categories of / forms of / types 
of 56, 129, 131, 133, 142, 145, 
173, 177, 245, 270-273, 283 


- inadequate 236, 239, 241, 244, 
245, 255 
- self- 6, 112, 114, 143, 144, 211, 


251 


- theory of 117, 129, 319, 320 
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lack of power: see impotence 
law 60, 61, 132, 189, 196, 213-215, 
218, 221, 275, 301, 303 
- individual / of own being / of own 
nature 240, 248-254, 261, 279, 
298, 303 
- (in juridical sense) 11, 58, 74, 
197, 198, 215, 216, 220-231, 331, 
333, 342, 343 
- of nature / natural 2,40, 41, 60, 
90, 125, 136, 150, 152, 156-158, 
218, 219, 252-254, 297, 300, 304, 
309, 310, 315, 320, 321, 332, 334 
- international 226 
lawfulness 250, 254-257 
liberty (also see freedom) 
267, 276, 288, 308 
life 57, 69, 76, 99, 116, 117, 129, 134, 
149, 168, 170, 172, 182, 188, 193, 
196-207, 211, 213, 215, 228, 230, 232, 
240, 246, 247, 253, 255, 268, 270, 274, 
278, 279, 282, 286, 288, 289, 291-293, 
303, 304, 307, 308 
- affective / emotional 7, 8, 149, 
153, 165, 167, 200, 267, 310 
- everyday 6, 8, 57, 69, 76, 207, 267 
- free 188, 247, 253-255, 257, 288 
- good /happy 1,75, 149, 188, 267 
- philosophical / virtuous 198, 201, 
207, 211, 267, 271, 318 
- rational / of reason / reasonable 
129, 133, 201, 207, 217, 247, 248, 
251, 253, 255, 257, 259, 269, 281, 


4, 232, 265, 


289 
limitation 193, 195, 200, 223, 242, 257, 
283 
living 
- being 70, 92, 115, 116 
- organism 153, 159 
- things 117, 152 


love: see amor or God 
matter, physical 95, 119, 121, 127, 128, 
283, 321 
measure 
282, 319 
medicine of mind / for soul (also see 
remedia) 267, 268, 272 
meditations by Descartes 102, 120, 316 
memory 111, 133, 142, 268, 274 
metaphysics 
- Cartesian 314, 316 
- Spinoza’s 12, 31, 66-68, 83, 104, 
105, 125, 135, 149, 162, 187, 294, 
309, 314 


74, 125, 132, 182, 183, 254, 
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mind 5,40, 54, 75, 89, 92, 95, 96, 
101-119, 132-137, 142, 149, 166, 175, 
184-188, 194, 216, 219, 220, 222, 224, 
231, 236, 245, 265, 269, 270-278, 
284-293, 310, 311 
- and body: see body 
- human 5, 101-117, 131-145, 156, 
169, 178, 188, 242, 246, 270, 285, 
293, 303, 307, 310 

- medicine of: see medicine 

- (in particular) mens 101, 104, 105, 
111, 113-115, 273, 278, 284-293 

- peace of 279, 308 

- philosophy of / theory of 1,12, 
81-85, 103, 116, 149, 310 
mode (modus) 6, 7, 22-26, 31, 37, 42, 
44, 50, 51, 55, 73, 85, 88, 100, 102, 
124, 125, 135, 140-142, 162, 163, 239, 
249, 261, 292, 293 
- eternal 50, 54, 125 
- ofextension 63, 65, 67, 74, 87, 
89, 95, 119, 124, 155, 159, 178, 298, 
302, 304 

- finite 48, 296, 301, 304, 315 

- infinite / endless 38-41, 45-55, 
125, 126, 135, 137, 138, 295-304 

- of thinking / thought (cogitandi) 
50, 54, 62-68, 74, 87, 89, 95, 103, 
179, 184, 202, 206, 233, 300-302 

modification (also see mode) 6, 49, 50, 
55, 102, 142, 143, 168, 177, 272-275, 
286 

monarchy 221, 228-230 

monism 
- anomalous 12 
- substance: see substance 

morality 3, 4, 169, 208, 209, 214, 268, 
319-321 

moral philosophy 1, 6, 307, 308, 310, 
314, 316, 317, 319, 321, 322 

motion 6, 10, 40, 121-127, 154-159 
- relativityof 124, 125 
- and rest 39, 41, 47, 49, 50, 52, 53, 

55, 87, 90, 122-127, 137, 156-159, 
163, 187, 304 


National Socialists 12 

nature 2,9, 11, 19, 23, 37, 57, 59, 61, 
62, 64, 68, 70, 84, 87, 91, 92, 132, 187, 
189, 190, 196, 199, 202-205, 211, 216, 
218, 237, 249, 251, 273, 279, 310, 311, 
325 
- double 281, 297 
- human 2, 152, 169, 170, 189, 

217-219, 224, 242, 243 
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— laws of: see law 
- natura naturans | naturata 197 
- own 165, 179, 180, 189, 211, 238, 
240, 249, 261, 279, 297 
- right of / state of 152, 189, 190, 
196, 214, 216, 218, 222, 223, 226, 
230, 231 
- of substance / of God / divine 23, 
26-29, 42, 46-49, 53, 54, 57, 64, 82, 
158, 298, 308 
necessitarism 58, 59, 61, 68, 70, 72-74, 
313, 315 
necessity 2,11, 37, 42, 45, 46, 53-59, 
64, 69, 73, 74, 144, 158, 161, 165, 179, 
184, 186, 189, 209, 214, 228, 247, 250, 
252, 254, 257, 274, 279, 292, 298, 310, 
313, 315 
— causal and essential 
- inner and external 
negation 27, 185, 283 
neuroscience 7, 81, 97, 98 
norm 130, 151, 208, 216, 237, 246, 
282, 288 
normative / normativity 
218, 219, 244, 246, 284 
notion (also see concept) 
- common (notiones communes) 
136-138, 145, 250-253, 256, 258, 
260, 275, 285, 289, 291 
- general 285 
- universal 136, 253 
number 48, 132, 142, 143, 251 


69, 70 
252, 253, 290 


200, 202, 216, 


object 7, 82-88, 92, 93, 104, 107-112, 
119, 129, 130, 133, 135-137, 139, 
142-145, 158, 168, 170, 176-178, 183, 
185, 234-236, 244, 284-287, 291, 292, 
307, 322 

offense (peccatum) 216 

ontology 1, 5, 6, 37, 38, 42, 56, 103, 
105, 106, 233, 281, 291 

order 57, 64, 66, 67, 73, 82, 87, 89, 
115, 132-134, 136, 144, 145, 167, 187, 
251, 278, 281, 285, 297, 299, 300, 303, 
314, 320 
— causal 
- of ideas 
- of nature 

315 
- of things 
ordo geometricus 


39, 134 
91, 92, 136, 145 
59, 70, 91, 92, 132, 267, 


39, 67, 76, 77, 89 
138, 141, 313, 315 


pain 74, 75, 87, 88, 95, 113, 118, 174, 
200, 261, 287, 288 
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panpsychism 84, 91-93, 95, 97, 114, 
204 

parallelism of mind and body 63, 65, 
84, 87, 89, 92, 94, 96, 130, 167, 187, 
249, 286, 294, 299, 314 

participation 145, 197, 230, 232, 254, 
273, 298, 303 

passion 89, 149, 167-177, 180-188, 
211, 213-215, 236, 247, 265, 266, 275, 
284, 286, 316, 318 
- primary 167, 168, 170 

passivity 194, 198, 199, 273 

peace(ful) 189, 213, 214, 219, 223, 224, 
226, 230, 232, 327 
- of mind: see mind 

perception 82, 86-88, 92, 106-109, 
112-114, 132, 135, 138, 177, 251, 284, 
292, 312 

perfect(ion) / perfectio 64, 67, 133, 165, 
178, 202, 208, 281, 282, 284, 286, 289, 
293, 308 

performative 289 

person 67, 70, 74, 76, 86, 96, 181, 
206, 211, 223, 238, 247, 252-261, 
270 

perspective 65, 73, 85-89, 94-97, 129, 
133, 168, 170, 193, 204, 234, 236, 237, 
241, 243, 247, 267-272, 276-278, 284, 
285, 287 

phenomenological 103, 108, 113 

physics 1, 6, 38, 40, 46, 100, 110, 
111, 113, 116, 149, 150, 156, 251, 
309, 314 

physiological 
111 

pity (commiseratio) 
225, 255, 256, 260 

pleasure (laetitia) 8, 183, 261, 286, 
287, 321 

political / politics 13, 169, 172, 212, 
216, 221, 223, 227, 232, 322, 331, 337, 
339 
- philosophy / theory 1,4, 8, 151, 

152, 189, 214, 217, 218, 228, 232, 
334, 346 

- theology 122 

power 5,37, 59, 60, 61, 75, 96, 132, 
136, 140-145, 151, 152, 162, 165-169, 
173, 176-189, 193-200, 207, 208, 214, 
215, 218-231, 235, 236, 239, 240, 244, 
246, 249, 253, 257, 259, 261, 265, 
267, 268, 270, 273-279, 283-288, 297, 
308-310, 313, 319, 332 
- absolute vs. ordained 60, 61 


10, 88, 89, 108, 110, 


170, 217, 221, 
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- of action (potentia agendi) 165, 
168, 173, 184, 195, 218, 220-224, 
230, 237, 238, 241, 244, 248, 256, 
260, 261 
- (in particular) potentia 37, 239, 
265-268, 272 
- (in particular) potestas 220, 224, 
231, 240, 267, 270, 272, 275, 276 
pragmatism 13 
prescription 173, 174, 215, 218-220, 
224, 244, 266, 272, 274, 343 
- prescripts of reason: see reason 
private 4, 218, 222, 223, 333 


property (as a belonging) 216, 229, 
319, 331 
property (as a feature) 18, 23, 135, 


142, 169, 174, 177, 295, 296, 299, 301, 
315 
- proprietates communes 137 
psychoanalysis 7, 10 
psychosomatic 107, 108 
psychotherapy 75, 272 
purpose 166, 202, 203, 205, 256, 307, 
318 


ratiocinium 138 
rationalism / rationalist 71, 72, 75-77, 
133, 156, 312, 326, 343, 344, 346 
rationality 1, 195, 238, 240, 248, 266, 
281 
realism 11, 217, 232 
reality 82, 91, 173, 205, 211, 220, 235, 
236, 238, 250, 254, 277, 314 
- (in particular) realitas 25, 177, 
202, 281-284, 290-293, 298 
reason 64, 70, 74, 75, 77, 129, 133, 
136, 164, 167, 172, 173, 182, 183, 
188, 193, 194, 197, 199, 201, 207, 211, 
215, 217, 218, 227, 228, 236, 237, 
240-244, 248-255, 260, 261, 268, 273, 
311, 312, 317, 318, 320, 333, 336, 342, 
343, 344 
- dictates of / prescripts of 164, 
200, 221, 225, 236, 237, 240, 241, 
246, 256, 266-272, 277, 288-290 
- under guidance of / according 
to 129, 188, 207, 211, 212, 215, 
222, 227, 228, 236, 244, 247, 248, 
253, 255-261 
- (in the meaning of motive) 29, 
32, 33, 66, 67, 69, 74, 75, 315 
- principle of sufficient 17 
- (in particular) ratio 64, 129, 133, 
135-138, 142, 144, 145, 197, 198, 
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200, 233, 235-238, 240, 245-247, 
265-274, 278, 281, 288, 289 
reception, history of 9, 11, 12, 81, 93, 
94, 97, 100, 346 
reciprocity 171, 172 
recognition 212, 221, 291, 294, 333 
reductionism 7, 203 
relation 
- causal 66, 88, 90, 91, 105, 142, 
176 
— between ideas 106, 107, 186 
- interhuman / social 8, 170, 173, 
175, 213, 220, 226, 258, 259, 283, 
292 
— between substance and individual 
things 38-43, 54, 142, 145 
religion 4, 74, 169, 170, 279, 321, 322, 
328-335, 342-344 
religious 3, 8, 9, 14, 145, 172, 259, 322, 
326, 332, 333, 335, 342, 343 
remedia (also see medicine) 
267-269, 271, 272 
representation 104, 131-136, 141, 252, 
284 
- mental 130-135, 144, 145 
- sensual 131 
res: see thing 
resistance 212, 347 
respect 60, 197, 198, 205, 224, 225, 
259, 332 
rest: see motion 


265, 


sadness 75, 149, 151, 165, 166, 
168, 170, 175, 176, 200, 214, 
237-239, 274 
salvation 14, 200, 266, 269, 271, 279 
scientia intuitiva (also see knowledge) 
129, 133, 135, 137, 139, 141-145, 245, 
269 
security 217, 218, 224, 232, 312, 327 
self-consciousness: see consciousness 
self-knowledge: see knowledge 
self-preservation 7, 66, 116, 151-153, 
166, 198, 200, 203, 205, 214-220, 227, 
234-244, 248-250, 253-257, 293 
self-regulating 297 
servitude (also see bondage) 
167, 265, 266, 276 
set 24, 25, 62, 137 
similarity 32, 168-170, 172, 256 
- principle of 170, 171 
soul 10, 113, 114, 173-181, 194, 201, 
231, 272, 295, 299, 302-304, 343 
- and body: see body 


7,136, 
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sovereign(ty) 4, 59, 60, 194, 220, 
222-224, 227, 230, 289, 292 

state, civil 4, 196, 197, 213-231, 267, 
332-334, 342 
- authority of / power of 221-229 
- end of / aim of 228, 231 

statics 123 

Stoa / Stoics 
321 

striving (also see conatus) 66, 151, 
153-155, 162, 163, 165, 166, 186, 187, 
198, 201-205, 212, 214, 215, 219, 221, 
233-245, 250, 253, 257, 272, 286-288, 
292, 296 


152, 201, 265, 268, 277, 


structure 

- affective 8, 141, 145, 204, 219, 
235-237, 244, 282, 284, 287, 289, 
293 

— deductive (of the Ethics) 1,8, 12, 
46, 127 

- eternal 252, 257 

- of individuals 238, 249, 250, 252, 
287, 292 


- of nature / metaphysical / 
causal 1, 42, 46, 55, 58, 65, 250, 
254, 283, 286, 288, 292-294, 300, 
311, 314 
subject 9, 85, 92, 99-106, 109, 110, 
113, 115, 118, 129, 130, 135, 162, 163, 
188, 222, 232, 234, 239, 292, 333 
subjective 5, 6, 9, 206, 207, 223, 233, 
235, 237, 240, 242, 244, 286, 312 
sub specie aeternitatis: see eternity 
substance 6, 7, 9, 17-35, 38-45, 50, 
51, 54, 59, 62, 71, 82, 83, 88, 91, 95, 
102, 105, 124, 128, 149, 156, 193, 194, 
197, 198, 249, 252, 253, 258, 261, 276, 
281-283, 287, 289, 292, 293 
- dualism 6, 83 
- extended / thinking 20, 22, 26, 29, 
30, 41, 84, 89, 187 


- or God / or nature 6, 28-30, 67, 
82, 83, 313 
- independence of 17, 18, 26, 27 


- monism 6, 17, 18, 22, 23, 26, 28, 
30, 31, 36, 37, 41, 84, 101, 207 
- self-conceived 18-21, 27, 31, 35, 


286 
- single 17, 22, 28, 30, 31, 83, 85, 
100, 102, 125 
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